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ONE

The ships came at dawn. The radio announcer made it sound like War of the Worlds, and in my half-sleeping state, I dismissed it as a prank. When I flicked my television on to see what the news station was saying about it, my stomach dropped to my knees. This was no hoax.

The screen showed scenes from the world’s metropolises, and one thing remained constant: there were ships over each of them. Big Ben’s clock kept ticking while the people on the streets panicked. Lady Liberty pushed her torch into the dark sky, among the plethora of sleek gray vessels; above them were huge black boxes. They floated above the cities like massive monoliths. I tried to stay calm, but my hands had already begun to shake and my breathing sped up.

The sun was just beginning to peek through my living room window, and I turned my blinds wide open. Relief washed over me when I couldn’t see any ships in the sky above me. That feeling quickly subsided when I noticed a reflection off something to the north. One of the ships was nearby.

Not worried about walking outside in my boxers and t-shirt, I headed down my driveway. There were at least six of the vessels within sight of my house. I lived in a small community, a hundred miles northwest of New York City, and when I turned toward the big city, I could see the black cube even from here. I couldn’t even begin to calculate how large it must have been.

My neighbor Susan and her cocker spaniel trotted down their driveway and planted their feet, both looking up at the ships. It was surprising how some people could look so much like their dogs. Carey barked up to the heavens, and I wasn’t sure if he was saying hi to the intruders or warning them off.

“What do you think they are, Dean?” she asked, her eyes never leaving the dawn sky.

I had only the slightest inkling of what they were, but I couldn’t tell her without sounding like a raving lunatic, so I kept it simple. “I have no idea, Susan. The news is telling everyone to stay calm. Maybe we should just go back inside.”

By this time, the street was filling up with people, and I could almost taste the fear in the air. Carey saw a bird and chased after it; its wings beat fast and the bird rose into the sky. My gaze lingered on it, and I saw the gray, shining ship in the distance, reminding me why we were out here. The neighbors were all gathering around Jacob’s house down the street, hands waving frantically in the air, voices calling out over each other.

I left them to it, giving Carey a pet before heading back into the house. They had been in our atmosphere for under an hour, and I was very curious to see what the news had to say about the situation now. My initial panic had all but passed, and my stomach growled angrily as I crossed my kitchen to the living room. I turned the volume up and listened to the anchor say that there had been no movement by any of the invaders, anywhere.

Within moments, I went to my usual routine of making breakfast: burner on, frying pan heating up, and bread stuck into the toaster. I was a man of routine, and doing something normal at a time like this calmed me. My doctor had told me to cut back on fried eggs, but under the current circumstances, I figured that was the least of my concerns. Soon I had the comforting smell of coffee and eggs filling my kitchen, and the anchor said the president was about to address the nation. With plate in hand, I settled down on my couch and waited, seeing shot after shot from around the world of people’s reaction to the ships. Some were frantically trying to escape the large cities; others were bowing to the ground on their knees, praying to their gods, or maybe to the invaders. I had no idea.

By the time the president appeared on the television, I’d cleaned my plate off and filled my cup a second time. Through my window, I saw a few neighbors driving away, cars full of personal belongings. I didn’t know where someone would try to escape to, but I wished them the best. No one could predict what was going to happen, and even though part of me had been waiting for this day, I really didn’t know what they were going to do.

Janine’s brown eyes knowingly watched me from the picture frame hanging on the wall. My heart ached as the president told the world they were trying to communicate with the ships. I couldn’t break my wife’s frozen gaze as the world was told to not panic, that this was our first contact with an obviously intelligent race.

My phone rang, and I picked it up to see my mother’s name flash on the screen. I felt ashamed that I hadn’t thought to call her. Surely she would be in a full-on panic attack by this point.

“Hello,” I said.

“Dean, are you up?” Her voice was frantic.

“Mom, calm down. Yes, I’m up. We don’t know why they’re here, but maybe it’s not bad.”

“Of course it’s bad! If they were here to make friends, don’t you think they would have used a little more tact than hovering thousands of ships over the Earth?”

My mother had always been a sharp woman, and her argument did make a lot of sense.

“We can’t presume to think we discern what an alien race would understand about tact. For all we know, this is a friendly gesture.” Even as I said the words, I knew they sounded wrong.

“What should I do?” she asked.

The truth was I had no idea, but she was all alone in her townhouse across the country from me. “Mom, just stay inside and don’t panic. Lock the doors too. You know how crazy people can get when something strange happens.”

She paused and I could hear her breathing ease up a bit. “Okay. You stay safe. I’m just going to see how Mabel’s doing next door, and then lock myself in. Stay in touch, though, honey.”

I said I would and hung up. The president’s speech was over, with no real substance behind it. The recap was scrolling across the screen on a black banner: Stay indoors. Don’t panic. My gaze wandered back to my wife’s picture just as the TV began showing people in the Middle East firing semi-automatics at the ships from the ground. Military forces in other countries were ramping up. Footage from Russia showed lines of tanks and fighter jets, ready to mobilize. This gave me a sinking feeling in my gut, and in a flash, my memory snapped into place and I felt like I’d been slapped.

I had to get the necklace.

______________

Seven Years Earlier

Janine was running late, so I had dinner keeping warm in the oven. It was her favorite: butter chicken and rice. The wedding plans were scattered across our kitchen table. In this pile of magazines, cake pictures, and honeymoon pamphlets sat our unfinished wedding invitations, and we were finalizing those tonight. I poured a glass of wine and sat down, perusing her invite list. We each had a limit of thirty people, not including the mutual friends we’d already worked out.

Her list had all of the regulars I knew: her adopted parents, brother, sister, aunts, and family friends. There were four names I’d never heard before. It made me think of how much we still didn’t know about each other; or rather, how much I didn’t know about her.

The door opened and she called at me while I guiltily dropped her list to the table.

“Hey, babe. I just poured a glass of wine. Care to join me?” I asked.

“Well, I smell butter chicken.” She smiled widely. “So that means I owe you big, and I may need a glass of wine to make your touch bearable,” she teased.

I loved her so much. Her brown hair cascaded down her back, her eyes danced with mine, reminding me why I’d fallen for her so hard and fast. I was smitten.

“Come to me – the monster you’ve agreed to marry.” I stepped toward her and she put a hand up, looking at the table.

“Dean, I see you found my list,” she said.

Her face had turned white, and I worried there was more to those names than I’d thought.

“Is one of those an ex of yours?” I asked.

She visibly relaxed. “No, nothing like that. You know I’m adopted…obviously. Those people are…some of my real family members.” She fidgeted with her necklace. I knew there was a pendant under her shirt. She said it was from her real parents, and she liked to keep it close to her heart. She never took the thing off – ever.

“I didn’t think you knew any of your family.” I was hurt that she hadn’t brought this up before. We preached honesty, but with Janine, I always felt a wall between us that I didn’t want to admit was there.

She could tell I was bothered, because she moved in front of me and cupped my face with her hands. “I’ve been looking for my parents, and I heard back from a cousin I tracked down. These two are related to me in some way, and I wanted to have them at our wedding. They live across the country, and it would be tough to see them otherwise.”

“Just trust me enough to share this stuff. I want to know everything, and I’m here to support you.”

“Of course, sweetie.” She fumbled with the necklace again. “I love you. Now, how about some of that great-smelling dinner?”

She seemed a little off, but it was natural to be stressed with her whole newfound family and all of the wedding preparations.


TWO

I had looked everywhere I could think of and resigned myself to the fact that the pendant wasn’t in my house. I sat with my back against the hallway wall and tried to think. I ran my shaking hands through my now damp hair, racking my brain, but I couldn’t remember where I’d put it. Then it came to me.

My clock read ten thirty-two when I checked it on my way into the kitchen. The television still displayed ships by the thousands in the sky around the world, and there I was looking for a stupid piece of jewelry. I told myself it was a promise to my wife, and I knew there was no way I would break that. I fumbled around my junk drawer and found what I was looking for: an envelope with an address and a number on it. Inside, a key weighed the paper down. I put the key in my pocket and grabbed my wallet.

Passing by a mirror in the living room, I saw what a mess I looked like. Hair in a wild display of unintentional hipster; clothing wrinkled and in need of a wash. Who was going to care today? The sky was full of aliens and I just needed to get across town. I’d be back home before I knew it.

I clicked my television off and wondered how many people were still sleeping or hadn’t yet checked their phones or been outside today. They were going to be in for a surprise.

My neighborhood was quiet, even for this time of day. Most of the people that lived here were retired or in single-income households. That, combined with half the families letting their kids stay home until they were thirty or married, meant the street usually had more cars and people out. Something about being outside right then was truly unsettling. Static. The air had an energized feel to it, almost like licking a nine-volt battery when you were a kid to see if it still had a charge.

Susan was in her window staring up at the sky, and Carey gave me a bark as I got into my truck. I turned the radio on to the local news station to see what was happening. As far as I could tell, the gray ships hadn’t moved or done anything, and it had been over four hours since they’d shown up. The large black vessel hung in the horizon, a menace in my vision as I pulled out of my driveway. I cracked my window to let in some fresh air. The September breeze had a hint of the autumn to come, but summer was still here in the state of New York.

The soothing voice of Rollie Armstrong assured the townspeople that panic wasn’t going to help anyone, and he was reiterating what the president had just spoken about at his press conference. I knew people were scared; hell, I was shaken up by the whole thing too. But since my wife’s death, I’d learned to not get upset by the things I couldn’t control. Alien invasion would fit into that category.

As I drove through the neighborhood, groups of people were aimlessly watching the sky, as if they could make the ships go away by sheer will. I passed the local Lutheran church, and the parking lot was fuller than on any given Sunday. Give the people a reason to pray and that’s when they begin to believe. One of my clients was walking to the church, and he lifted his arm in greeting. I’d known him for years, so I pulled over and rolled the window down.

“Hello, Steve.” What did someone say for small talk when the Earth was covered by a million spacecrafts? Nice weather? Did you see the Giants game? You’re still on for this Friday’s poker game, right? I waited for him to reply.

“Hey, Dean.” He nodded at the church. “I figured it was time I said hello to the big guy upstairs. Something like this makes you think. Debbie and the kids are inside; I was just parking the car. Where are you off to?” His voice wavered, and I could tell he was really worried.

“Just going to get some supplies. I figure the stores may shut down early today. That’s if any of them are open.” It was only a half lie.

“The Happy Hut is open on Sherwood Road. That old guy is open on Christmas. I guess he figures to make money while the rest of them are watching the news. Well, I’d better get in there. Debbie is a mess. Take care, Dean.”

“You too, Steve. With any hope, this will be all over soon, and I’ll call you next week about your paperwork,” I said. He nodded, his mind already on the sky. I wondered if I was the only accountant in the world who’d just brought up work today.

The side roads were nearly empty, but when I hit Sherwood, there were cars for miles. I don’t think I had ever seen this many cars in our little city before. I sat at the four-way stop, thinking of the best way to get across town without being bogged down by the traffic. I looked to the left and saw what looked to be a fresh accident. The drivers were getting out of their cars screaming at each other.

A flicker of recognition hit me when I noticed the back of James’ Jeep all smashed up, and the familiar gesture of him running his hands through his hair when he was stressed. The driver who had rear-ended him was a large man, and was getting in his face. I threw my truck in park and jumped out. This wasn’t the first time James had needed me to come to his aid, but it was the first time in daylight.

I ran the hundred yards to the cars, the rest of traffic still gridlocked behind them. James didn’t see me as the other man was pushing and threatening him. I could hear James saying his assailant was the one who ran into his Jeep. The law didn’t seem to matter to this guy, who was built like a Mack truck. I heard him mutter something about insurance not mattering anymore, because they were all going to be dead within the day.

As the man cocked a fist to throw at James’ face, I ran behind him, kicked his left knee, and grabbed his arm. We went down together towards the pavement and I whispered in his ear, “Don’t let this get out of hand. We all have enough to think about today. I’m going to help you up, and we’re all going to drive away. Okay?”

He stopped thrashing after a moment and grunted in assent. James had backed away, smirking at me as I got off the man. I stepped back quickly, ready for retaliation, but the man just moved to a sitting position. He was crying.

“My wife left me this morning. She saw the ships; told me she’d been cheating on me with my best friend. They left together, heading to his lake lot. As if being on a seaweed-infested swamp is going to stop the aliens from ripping your head off.”

I offered him my hand and pulled him to his feet. He wiped his eyes dry with the back of his dirty arm before stumbling over to his big truck. It was big enough to do some serious damage to James’ Jeep. “Watch yourselves. These bastards are here for our blood. I know it.”

He left, and James stood there looking at the back of his Jeep. Other vehicles were pulling to the side of the street, passing by the damaged vehicle. Some were honking and yelling from their windows. James flipped a few the bird.

“James, let’s get your Jeep moved to the curb and you can hop in with me. Where were you going, anyway?” I asked.

James climbed in the driver’s seat and drove off the road, onto the grass beside the curb. The back of the Jeep was crushed. “I was heading out of town, and didn’t know what to do. I guess I wanted to head into the city. I figured they would have a better defense in New York than our hick town.”

Most of the traffic I’d seen on the television was of cars heading out of the metropolises, not into them. I wondered if James’ logic was sound or crazy. I wasn’t sure at this point.

“Well, I have a couple errands to run. Want to come with me? We may as well stick together.” I looked him in the eye. “We don’t have anyone else around to watch over us.”

James smirked again and hopped out of the Jeep. He sauntered over and put his arm around my shoulders. “You got it, bud. Where are we off to?”

“Happy Hut is open, and I want to get some supplies before things head south and the looting begins.” He gave me a doubtful look. “Seriously. It happens every time in the movies, so I’m not taking any chances. Then I have one more place to hit.”

Soon we were on our way down the side streets, passing by sidewalks full of sky-gawkers. The ships appeared to not have moved at all, still six above our town and holding. The traffic was light heading towards downtown, and ten minutes later, we were pulling up to the Happy Hut. The parking lot was semi-full, but not as bad as I thought it would be. As I pulled into a spot, the radio announcer was talking about Russia firing missiles at the ships as the sun went down overseas; no reaction from the ships. No damage, no retaliation.

The line-up inside the small grocery store was about seven deep.

“You go grab some lighters, toilet paper, a couple newspapers, and a box cutter. I’m going for water, protein bars, and batteries,” I said, and we split up. People were milling around the aisles talking amongst themselves. Are they going to contact us soon? Did the government know they were coming? Should I have gone in to work today? I tried to ignore their conversations, but they were asking some good questions I doubted any of us could answer.

I turned the corner to see two women arguing over a jar of baby food. It appeared to be the last one. They both had their hands clamped tight around it, and shortly they would be in an all-out brawl if this didn’t get resolved.

“Ladies, there’s enough going on. Let’s settle this like adults,” I offered.

“Go to hell!” the blonde spat.

“Yeah! Who do you think you are? I was here first!” the other called.

“No you weren’t!”

They pushed each other and the blonde fell to the ground, hitting her head on the floor. The other grabbed the food and left, without so much as a worried glance at her fallen adversary. I couldn’t believe how fast animal instinct took over when a person felt threatened. Any other day and this would never have happened. As the blonde lady came to, I spotted a case of baby food sitting on the shelf below. Classic. I helped her to her feet, and she groggily thanked me as I handed her the case of food.

I grabbed the things I needed, throwing them into a basket, and added some mini-propane tanks and the rest of the D batteries. It surprised me that any of this stuff was still here. My heart sped up when I felt the envelope in my pocket. James had distracted me from my original purpose for leaving my house, and I had to get moving before it was too late.

I found James in the snack aisle and pulled him to the checkout. There were eight people now, and the owner was moving like a snail. Sweat was running down my sides as I thought back to my wife’s words, and I grabbed my wallet, estimating the value of my stuff. I figured it was about sixty bucks, so I pulled out eighty and dropped it on the checkout till.

I received a few curse words for my trouble as I headed out the front door, but didn’t really care. I had somewhere to get to – and fast.

“What a jerk! At least you paid him for it. I’m sure there’ll be a few looters before this is over.” James waved his hand at the gray ship hovering over town.

“Let’s get out of here. One more stop, then off to home. You want to come stay with me until whatever this is, is over?” I knew James probably wasn’t looking forward to going back to his apartment alone right now, and I could use the company too.

“You got it, buddy. We forgot a few things though.”

“What’s that?” I asked, seeing that typical mischievous look in his eyes.

“Beer and pizza.” He laughed, and I joined him.

“I’m sure we can scrounge some of that up from my fridge. I’m a single man, after all.” It was more likely I had veggies and fruit at home: one of the many promises I’d made to my wife as she lay on her deathbed.


THREE

The streets on this side of town were quiet, and it only took ten minutes to get to my destination. We pulled up and I stopped at the keypad, truck window open. I could hear sirens blasting across the town: a mixture of fire and ambulance, with a hint of police. I pulled the envelope out of my pocket and opened it. The key slid out, as did a small piece of paper. 3691 was written on it. I punched that sequence into the pad and the gate in front of the truck slid open.

“What could we possibly be doing at a storage facility? There are aliens above us and you’re here looking for what? A dining room chair?” James didn’t hide his annoyance.

“Something important. Something Janine told me was important.” My voice was quiet and James just shrugged.

I drove along the path, passing countless storage units, until I reached the one by the back fence with the light hanging over it. I hadn’t been here since just after she’d died. I felt myself about to lose it and took a deep breath as the memories flooded my mind. I exhaled and threw the truck in park. I could do this.

I twisted the key into the padlock and it turned smoothly, even after being untouched for over two years. James grabbed the handle and lifted the sliding door up; it squeaked from its non-lubricated wheels. Daylight peeked inside the mostly empty space. I’d always intended on getting rid of more of my furniture because it reminded me too much of my wife. After some time, that was the very same reason I couldn’t bear to part with it. A few things from my bachelor days were stacked in the corner on a dark brown couch. I wasn’t here to reminisce about my past. I was here for something else.

I almost felt it calling me from inside one of the large plastic storage containers. James leaned against the wall, watching me through squinted eyes as I walked over to it. I opened the lid and found all of Janine’s mementos from our lives together. There were little notes she’d left me on the fridge; drawings on napkins from Michaels, our favorite little Italian restaurant; and a small jewelry box. I slowly opened the felt-covered box and saw exactly what I’d expected to find. Her wedding ring, and the necklace she’d never taken off for a minute the whole time I’d known her.

______________

Three Years Earlier

I was in bed waiting for Janine to join me when I heard her coughing from the en-suite. It was a deep, phlegm-filled cough, and it almost shocked me to hear those noises coming out of my petite wife. I went to check on her, but she wouldn’t unlock the door. I panicked when the coughing fit wouldn’t stop, and just as I was about to get a pen to pop the bathroom lock open, she opened the door. Her hair was a mess, and blood dripped from her lips. The sink was also covered in it. My heart hammered in my chest as I asked her questions, but she wouldn’t reply – couldn’t reply. She turned white and passed out in my arms.

The doctors didn’t know what was wrong with her, but they figured it was some tuberculosis mutation they’d never seen before. She spent more time in hospitals than anyone should have to and took it all with grace only she could muster. It was the strangest thing. I could never get her to seem realistic about it. I cried when they told her she would probably die within six months, and she put her hands to my face, streaming with tears, and told me I would be okay. That this was just her path.

I should have known then that something was off.

______________

We headed back to my house, and after being bombarded by James’ questions, I did need a beer. The day had been tough for me, as I’m sure it had been for most of the world. I’d almost forgotten about the ships in the sky around the world, I was so lost in my past.

The street was empty of people, and I didn’t know if they had left town or if they were all hunkering down in their homes. We pulled up and grabbed our supplies from the back of the truck. Carey barked a friendly hello from Susan’s window as we walked up my driveway. I gave him a wave, and I saw him wag his tail in reply. I’d always wanted a dog, but Janine had been terrified of them. She said they’d hated her since she could remember, and even Carey, the world’s wiggliest dog, seemed to raise his hackles at her. In the past two years, I’d really thought about getting a pup to keep me company, but it seemed like I’d be dishonoring her in some way. I knew it was stupid, and Janine would have told me to get one if she could.

Inside the house, I turned the TV on after dropping the supplies in the kitchen. It was dark in Moscow, where they showed a riot in the streets. Looters ran rampant in London, and there were stories coming in about some groups of people found dead in Ohio; presumably a cult ritual. Still, none of the ships had moved an inch, as far as anyone could tell. They seemed to move along with the Earth’s rotation; some sort of geostationary orbit within our atmosphere.

It was nearing three o’clock local time, and I was starting to feel worried. The news said that it had been almost nine hours since their arrival, and that they came near dawn on the east coast of the USA. No one knew what implication this had, or if it was relevant at all. I think the waiting and wondering was doing a number on everyone, as if them coming down and doing something – anything – would have been better.

High definition cameras showed the world the many details of the cubes, as they were calling them, and the metal-looking outsides were a stark contrast to the smooth, marble-like look of the smaller, sleeker ships. They weren’t sure on the exact size, but estimations put them at three miles per side. Massive. There were five over the United States. Sixteen over China. If I was a betting man, population was the motivation for the amount of these cubes over the world. One of them nestled in the sky, hovering there above New York, an ominous black alien vessel taunting the population.

“What the hell are these things? I mean, all those little ships and then the huge ones,” James asked. “Do you think they’re full of aliens? Are they going to land?”

“We’re going to have to wait and see. I think there are a lot more qualified people out there than us to figure it out,” I said.

“This is just insane, isn’t it, Dean?” James grabbed two beers, twisted the cap off one, and passed it over to me. “I mean, every one of us has wondered if there could be life from outer space, and here’s proof. And what do we do? Loot, kill, and panic.”

“That’s the way we’re built. Mob mentality and all of that other Psych 101 stuff I slept through in school,” I said, turning the volume up on the TV.

It was dark across the ocean, and some areas were using large searchlights to see the ships. A haunting image scrolled onto the screen from Hungary of the huge white moon with the black silhouette of a sleek ship in front of it. It sent shivers down my spine. James cleared his throat. “This isn’t going to end well.”

Moscow was in flames. Missiles had been fired at the ships for over an hour, both the huge cubes and the smaller, gray ones, and they hadn’t moved or shown any sign of damage. It was absurd! We sat there for several hours, drinking a few beers, and watching the news. The world was getting more volatile, more wound up every minute. World leaders were trying to keep everyone calm, people of every religion were speculating about end times. The United States’ most popular TV evangelist swore it was the Rapture. God’s wrath was now upon us for creating war and destruction, and through it all, people were frightened.

My stomach sank as I watched it all happening. My wife’s calm words on her deathbed rang over and over in my ears. I reached into my pocket and grabbed the box that held the necklace. I put the wedding ring back in the box and held the gold chain. The pendant was made out of some sort of crystal; a beautiful green hue glowed out of it. I’d thought it was fluorite, but Janine had said it was far rarer than that. She hadn’t elaborated, and I’d never pressed her on it. I just knew it was from her real parents, and that it was very important to her.

My stomach growled and I peered at the clock. It was almost six thirty, and I heard James snoring in my recliner. I decided to leave him peacefully sleeping while I made a sandwich. I heard Janine’s words race through my mind again and I decided to heed her wishes. I put the chain around my neck and tucked the pendant safely under my shirt.

______________

Three Years Ago

Janine was in bed sleeping soundly when I stepped into the room. The hot soup cup was burning my hands, and I just stood there with the pain. It was a good distraction, like the burning would make my other pain go away somehow. Even though we were in our own house, the smell of the hospital still stuck in my nostrils, and I wasn’t sure if the chemical scent would ever be gone.

It was time, and Janine demanded to come home for the end. How could I deny that beautiful woman’s wishes when she was so small and frail, her life slipping away in hours and minutes instead of decades and years like someone her age should have left?

I put the soup down, sat at the foot of the bed, and watched her breathe. The sounds lulled me, and I felt my own eyes getting droopy. I lay down and curled up beside my wife like I always did when we went to bed. Even if it was too warm, I needed to feel her body next to mine to fall asleep. I’d become dependent on her in so many ways, and I had no idea what I was going to do when she was gone. As I closed my eyes, I thought about dying and wondered if we would be together in some sort of afterlife if I ended my own life when she was gone. My last thoughts were of a bottle of whiskey and a vial of pills before sleep took over my exhausted body.

I woke to her touch. A soft kiss on my lips; her hair tumbling down on my face. I cried and felt shame in my pain. She was the one dying, and I was crying about it like a baby. The worst part was, it seemed like she was okay with having a husband who couldn’t stop blubbering.

“Janny, I love you so much. I’m so sorry this happened,” I blurted between sobs.

She looked me in the eyes, and for the first time in weeks, I saw her own eyes well up. A single tear fell slowly and splashed on my cheek. It mingled with my own, and somehow, I felt better for it.

“I have to tell you something.” She leaned back down on her pillow, and it was almost as if I noticed for the first time how sick she really was. Her eyes were sunken, skin tight against her hollow cheeks. She coughed lightly and a speck of blood flew out onto the bedding.

“Just remember that I’m sorry.” I went to stop her and she waved me down. “Dean, don’t say anything...” another cough, “just listen. One day you’ll learn something about me. Know that I’m sorry, and that I truly do love you with all of my heart. You mean everything to me, and I never expected to feel this way. My life has been worth it just to have met you, and don’t forget it. Don’t ever forget this moment.” Her hand wiped the tears from my face as her own streamed down her cheeks.

I had no idea what she was talking about, but I knew she was almost gone. Her voice had gotten so quiet, her breathing ragged. “They’ll come one day. Appear in the sky.” My heart hammered in my chest as she spoke, the words sounded so foreign to me. I glanced over to the night stand and saw the half empty bottle of pills, and assumed she was hallucinating. She tried to take off her necklace, which she had never done before, but I put my hand on hers and stopped her from over-exerting herself. Her eyes were closed and she whispered softly. I had to move in, our cheeks pressed together tightly. “Wear the necklace. When they come...wear the necklace.” She coughed hard, but I kept close. I could feel her breath on my face, hardly there at all. “Promise me, Dean. Promise me. When the ships come...wear the necklace...”

“I promise,” I said.

Her breathing stopped, and I held her close to me one last time.


FOUR

The pendant was cold on my skin, and I found the sensation comforting. I’d seen it on my wife so many times that it was strange to be wearing it. I kept an eye on the news as I made a sandwich and dumped my lukewarm beer down the sink. There was a near worldwide ban on airplanes, helicopters, air balloons; really, anything that could be seen as an act of hostility. The countries that eagerly fired upon the ships had given up, and now were mere observers of the phenomenon like the rest of the world.

England had shut down their nuclear plants and most countries had followed their lead. They figured anything generating power like that might be a quick target for the intruders, and the result if they were targeted would be catastrophic. This left many nations running on low power grids or backup power. As I heard this on TV, I saw the streetlights turn on from the photocells telling them the sun was going down; then, just as fast, they went dark. The power in the house followed suit, and I was left in darkness, slopping mayo on a piece of rye bread.

“What’s going on?” James asked from the dim living room.

I reached into my side drawer and pulled out an LED flashlight that doubled as a small lantern. Growing up in the country, I was used to storms blowing out the power, and my dad always had flashlights sitting around where they were easily accessible.

“Power’s out.” I passed him the lantern. He set it down on the coffee table and I grabbed a couple of candles and lit them, leaving them flickering on the kitchen island. “Still no change out there.”

James stretched and checked his watch. “Just before seven. Sun’s almost down, and these things still haven’t done anything! God, I just wish they would do something already.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted them to do anything but leave. Quickly and quietly.

“Do you want a sandwich?” I asked, and jumped back as the pendant on my chest seared my skin with heat. “What the hell was that?” James looked at me, alarmed, as I grabbed the chain and pulled the pendant out, leaving my shirt to protect my skin. It was glowing bright green.

James moved to help me, and in an instant, he was bathed in a green light coming through my house from above.

“Dean! Help me!” he called as his feet left the ground. He was screaming, but my heart pounded in my ears so heavily I could hardly hear his shriek. I was sure my ears must have been bleeding, and I covered them hard with the palms of my hands. James was being lifted up by an outside force, his feet above the back of the couch now. I ran to him and tried to put my arms around his legs. I was jolted back from the green field surrounding him, and I watched as he headed towards the ceiling. The pendant was still glowing hotly as he moved into the ceiling, passing through it like a ghost. He shot me a terrified look right before he crossed into my upstairs.

I shot up onto unstable legs, which were shaking like I’d just run a marathon. I half ran, half crawled up the stairs and made for the room James would be floating through. There he was! I hurled myself towards his screaming, green-light-covered body and tried to grab on to his legs. The light repelled me and sent me sprawling to the corner of my guest room, a floor lamp whacking me on the head.

“James!” I called to him, but he just kept screaming. In mere moments, he was gone.

I slowly got to my feet and looked out the window. Thousands of green lights were beaming down. Every person on my block was floating towards the darkening sky; the terror in the air was palpable. I felt the urge to vomit and choked back that first bite of my sandwich. The pendant still glowed hot green and kept glowing until every last soul was gone. The green lights blinked out, and the shadow of the ship I could still see vanished into the dark atmosphere.

The ships left at dusk.

______________

There are many feelings one goes through when they experience something traumatic. I quickly went to denial. There was no way I’d actually witnessed my city being teleported off the planet by a huge alien cube ship. It was so impossible that, clearly, I was having a dream; hallucinating from an illness or an accident, maybe. For all I knew, I was lying in a hospital bed, morphine flowing through my veins, and I was dreaming the whole thing up. Janine was probably by my side holding my hand, telling me it would all be all right. My clients’ get-well cards would surround the room, and those cheesy balloons would be floating beside my head, tied to the hospital bed. As I lay on the guest room floor with my eyes closed, that scenario seemed likely. I could almost hear the steady beeping of the hospital equipment, keeping an eye on my blood pressure and oxygen levels.

I must have stayed there, curled up in the fetal position, for half an hour before I braved opening my eyes. My heart had been pounding so hard I thought it would expel itself from the cage it was trapped in. It finally relaxed and I felt almost normal. The pendant hung cool around my neck, its color just the regular green I’d always seen on my wife.

The noises I’d heard in my daydream were multiple car alarms going off a few blocks away. Soon even they stopped, to leave me with an eerily quiet night. I heard a dog bark down the street. I was now in the grieving phase. James’ look of terror as I helplessly watched him ghost through my roof and into the night sky was ingrained in my memory. I realized I didn’t know if the ships had done this everywhere, or if I was just in an unlucky pocket. I tested my shaky legs and found them sturdy enough to carry me back downstairs.

I didn’t have a landline, so I reached for my cell phone and tried to call my mom first. A lovely robotic operator told me my call couldn’t be completed as dialed. I then started to go through my contacts one at a time and got the same message. I texted, tweeted, emailed...all with no reply from anyone out there.

It was after nine when I forced myself to eat something and slumped my head down on the kitchen island. Acceptance came next. I had a sneaking suspicion I was all alone. Then I heard a noise that had annoyed me on a daily occurrence: the sound of a howling cocker spaniel piercing through two sets of walls. Carey was a great dog, but he had what you might call a little separation anxiety, like so many others before him. Anytime Susan left him in the house alone, he would howl like there was no tomorrow. He would only do this for about five minutes; then I always pictured him sobbing into a pillow. More likely he just curled up on the back of the couch and slept.

His calls now were primal. He was howling to the aliens to return his mommy, and I’m sure the green light that had sucked her into the sky had left him a frightened mess. I left the comfort of my home and stepped onto the doorstep. The air had a chill to it, but other than that, there was no way to tell that I’d been left alone on Earth. The streetlights were still dark, but the now cloudless sky’s moon and stars shone down on me, lighting the way easily. I headed over to Susan’s house and as I passed by the window, Carey switched from a howl to a bark. He recognized me, and when I approached the front door, I could see his wiggling form twisting back and forth like only a spaniel could do.

Not sure if the door would be locked or not, I felt a little trepidation at the idea of breaking into my neighbor’s house. It seemed silly to me after what had just happened, but that sense of normalcy wasn’t something that just left on a dime. Lucky for me, she was as trusting as most people on our street, and the door was unlocked.

A blonde ball of fur jumped at me, licking my hands as he romped and hopped around. It was so refreshing to see such a normal, comforting act from a sweet animal after watching James float out of my reach. He followed me as I went into the kitchen. I couldn’t leave him behind, since I didn’t know where I was going to be going or for how long. I thought about all the rest of the animals out there, scared and alone, but pushed them from my mind. I was only one man, and hopefully, this would all be over at any time. I didn’t know what the aliens could possibly want with the people of Earth. Maybe this was just a test. Maybe they would return all the people in a few minutes. I didn’t believe that, but it was a possibility.

I would be leaving in the morning and Carey would be coming along for the ride, so I needed to find all of his supplies. I grabbed his dog dish, which made him throw a low growl at me, before searching for his bag of food. I found it in the basement, along with some treats and cans of wet food. I took it all. Carey barked as I seized the bag of treats and packed it. I tossed a salmon treat at him and he deftly caught it. He was really funny, looking up at me, turning his head side to side so his ears alternately flopped and hung there.

All loaded up, I found his leash, and he looked excited to be going for a walk.

“Carey, we’re just going over to my house. We don’t have time to go for a walk,” I said. Carey’s head turned sideways, and he gave me the saddest puppy-dog look I’d ever seen.

“Fine. But just a quick walk.” I was already under his command, it appeared.

Twenty minutes later and a deposit from Carey on the Jeffersons’ lawn, we were back at my house. Carey hesitantly investigated my home, and I left him to sniff around like a pig looking for truffles. There was something I had to get from my office, and I wasn’t looking forward to. Since I’d seen the ships arrive, I knew I would have to open the letter. I’d envisioned the moment I’d open it for the past three years, and I wasn’t sure if I truly was ready to see her handwriting, or to smell a waft of her perfume on the paper.

Janine hadn’t explained why the letter couldn’t be opened as soon as she was gone. We were in the hospital when she handed it to me, her hands shaking slightly as she passed it over. We’d argued for a few minutes about it, but after I knew she wouldn’t budge on the contents of the envelope, I ceased to protest and accepted what she asked of me. I wouldn’t open it until the right moment. She told me that I’d know when that was. Over the next three years, there were a few times when I’d almost opened the thing, when I was so down in a well of depression that I thought the only thing that would save me would be seeing her words written down. Every time, I got through it on my own, and I knew for sure that now was indeed the right time to open it. It just felt right in every sense of the word, and not only that; it all fit together like some odd puzzle that I couldn’t see the full picture of yet.

Carey followed me upstairs and into the office, pushing his face into my leg as I stood there facing my closet. He rolled on the carpet as I opened the door and pulled a shoe box down from the top shelf. The letter was sealed shut and “Dean” was scrawled across the front in shaky handwriting. I sat down at my desk and set the lantern flashlight down so I could see it. It had been a tough day: not only the dredging up all of the memories from back then, but also the fact that I was sure I was the only man left on Earth. How did it come that I was here while they were all gone? I hoped for an answer as I slid my letter opener through the top, careful not to rip the paper inside.

My dearest Dean, I’m sorry you have to read this now. I know you have so many questions, but I can’t answer them all. I only know a few details, and I’m unfortunately not around to tell you about it. I love you. I don’t know how long it’s been since I passed to when you are reading this, but I hope you’ve stayed strong through everything. Take heed that there is help, and you won’t be alone for long. I miss you as I write this and you just left the room a few minutes ago. Don’t forget that. Don’t ever forget that I loved you so much and always will. Go to New York, Toronto Dominion on Broadway and 50th. Safety deposit box 107. The key is in the back yard under the bird bath.

And Dean

She stopped there, and it felt like she had more to say but didn’t. Maybe she was too weak or tired. I would never know.

I wiped a single tear from my face and felt a sudden resolve, a sense of purpose. Janine was telling me it was up to me to save the human race, and I had a clue where to go to do this.


FIVE

I tried to sleep for a few hours, but I just ended up tossing and turning; the whole day was a nightmare replaying itself in my mind. Carey was curled up at the bottom of the bed, snoring lightly on his side. I was amazed at the adaptability of the animal and decided to take a page out of his book for myself. This was the world at the moment, and I was the only one here to do anything about it. My truck was packed with everything I thought I’d need for the trip, and I just had a quick stop in the morning to fill up and grab a bunch of gas cans to keep me going. I’d found a brand-new generator in Bob-next-door’s garage, and I didn’t think he’d mind me borrowing it under the circumstances. It was an eleven-hundred-watt beast with a ten-gallon tank. I figured it would be able to handle anything I would need it for on my journey.

After what felt like hours, I decided to just get the trip started. I thought I’d test the generator and make some coffee. It was the right call. I had a bag of clothes packed, with a few winter items and shorts. I had no idea what I was in for and wanted to be prepared. Coffee in hand, and Carey and I on empty bladders, we hopped into the truck just as the sun was peeking from beyond the horizon. For a second, I thought the ships might come back at dawn, but the sky held nothing but wispy clouds and some dim stars.

We made a few pit stops at the gas station and convenience store, and then we were off. I felt bad not paying for anything. I knew that there was no one to pay, but these things were ingrained in our brains from childhood; right and wrong are always right and wrong. I had a hundred-mile drive to go, and I figured under ideal conditions it would take me just over two hours. I was wrong. The streets were full of crashed cars near town, and it took some heavy maneuvering to get around some of them. Maneuvering meant pushing with my truck’s bumper on occasion. Carey stuck his head out the window, sitting in the front passenger seat with his tongue flapping in the cool fall morning air. I sipped my coffee as we slowly made it past the car piles and through to the outskirts of town. Once I made it to the highway, the roads were sparsely littered with vehicles, and I was able to go forty miles per hour.

“Carey,” I said, and his head turned as he looked at me, “how are you doing? I’m sorry you’re stuck with me like this. I know you must miss your mom a lot.” He turned his head the other way and staring with that sad spaniel face. “I want you to know that I’m actually very thankful to have you with me. You’d think I’d be used to being alone, but truthfully, I’ve never been good at it.” He slipped his butt to the back of the seat and plopped down, putting his head between his front paws, all the while never breaking his gaze.

“I’ve always wanted a dog. We had one growing up on the acreage. I remember the day my dad brought home Johnny. What? Don’t judge me. Johnny is a perfectly respectable name for a dog. Plus, he told me I could name him, and I was obsessed with The Karate Kid that summer. Anyway, Johnny came tromping over to me in the yard, all ears and paws. I must have been around seven, and he seemed so huge even as a puppy. I still have no idea what breed he was, but he ended up weighing around sixty pounds. We were inseparable for his whole life.

Unfortunately, big dogs have short life spans, and he passed the summer before I went into high school. I was depressed for a year, I think, and when my parents suggested we get another dog, I slammed the door and said I hated them. We didn’t get a dog, and I’ve never had one since Johnny.” It felt strange but cathartic to talk to Carey about this. He lay still, eyes slowly closing to the sound of my voice. “So, Carey, hey? I have a feeling Susan didn’t name you after Jim Carrey, although I can see the resemblance between you two. In a good way, of course.” His eyes closed and soon he was snoring softly. I put my focus back on the road and noticed as we got nearer to New York City how many cars were jammed on the north bound highway. People were frightened by the sheer volume of ships that had been hovering over their city, no doubt, and thought they might find solace in the countryside. It appeared no one had been safe from the beams of the ships, at least not as far as I could tell.

I did keep an eye out for anything that might be a sign of another human being, but so far, nothing. I had the AM radio on low, so a quiet buzz constantly emanated from the truck’s speakers, but no signal came the whole trip. I honestly hadn’t expected to hear anything, but it was worth a shot. At that moment, I wondered if it had been short-sighted to not bring a CB radio. If someone was alive, they might try transmitting on one of the common channels. I decided to find one as soon as I got into the big city.

I slowed down as I neared an exit that would take me to Manhattan in about thirty miles. If I tried to take one of the city bridges in, or a tunnel, I knew they would be jam-packed with cars and there would be no way to get my truck and supplies through. I elected to head east and make for one of the entrances far north of Manhattan so I would have an easier time; then I could meander down through Yonkers and south from there. With any luck, I would be able to get through.

It almost seemed too good to be true as I approached the large bridge. It was fairly full, but mostly on the other side. I saw that a bunch of people had tried to drive on the wrong side of the road at the end, but I could still squeeze through by keeping half my truck on the shoulder. I bumped the curb a couple times, but eventually I was over the Hudson River and on my way into the city. I took as many side roads as I could to avoid cars. At this point, I wished the aliens had taken the cars with them too. It was extremely eerie to see thousands of vehicles strewn around the roadways, but no people.

As I thought about a city the size of New York being empty, the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. All of a sudden, I felt very vulnerable out here all by myself. As if on cue, I saw it lower through the clouds.

I quickly slowed the truck to a stop as the silver-gray ship dipped lower and lower. My heart slammed against my chest, and I started to gasp for air. I checked the necklace and it was just the regular color; no molten green at the moment. I sat as still as possible and Carey perched himself up against the window that I had closed. He watched the ship with me as it sped across the morning sky. It did a few loops, like it was looking for something, and then disappeared into the distance. One thing I knew for sure was that the ship was a duplicate of the ones that had arrived yesterday, but it was much smaller. I didn’t know what that meant, but I knew I had to keep my eyes peeled for more of those things. Whatever I was destined to do, something was going to try to stop me.


SIX

By the time I got to the Bronx, there were so many cars on the roads that the only place the truck would fit was on the sidewalks. Maneuvering it through the light poles and building steps wasn’t as easy as I hoped. It was a very slow, rough drive, and by the time we got to Yankee Stadium, it was well after noon. My stomach was growling and Carey looked like he could use a bathroom break; so could I.

The stadium grew in my windshield until I was parked right outside its front doors. I used to love coming to the games, watching the Yankees on a sunny afternoon, “Sunday in New York” blasting through the stadium speakers. We hopped out of the truck and to the gate. Surprisingly, it was open, unlocked to the public. I was the only public left, I supposed, so we ambled on in, making our way to the field. I’d never stood on the grass, and once down there, I found that given the world’s current situation, being on the diamond had lost its luster. Carey decided to relieve himself on the pitcher’s mound and I couldn’t help but laugh out loud at the sight. He wiggled and ran around the grass like he was a puppy. I ran with him for a few minutes, like a boy playing with his dog. After we were both worn out, I figured while we were here, we might as well get some baseball food. We went to the concourse and I hopped the concession stand, pilfering a few bags of peanuts and some beef jerky. Carey seemed to smell the meat before it was out of the bag; drool fell from his mouth as I tore the bag open.

“Someone’s hungry.” I gave him a piece of the jerky before eating a piece of the salty meat myself. Dark clouds were rolling in as we walked back towards the truck, and it felt like rain was due any minute. I glanced to the sky and for a moment worried I would see that silver ship again, but there was nothing but dark clouds looming above us now.

“Come on, Carey. Let’s get moving.” He listened and ran ahead of me but never too far away. I found it hard to believe this was the same whining dog from back home, since he seemed so confident and self-assured out here in the wilds of New York City. We headed toward the front entrance and I grabbed a Yankees ball cap and umbrella to stave off the impending rain. As we left the front doors, I whistled “Sunday in New York,” for a second forgetting the fact that I was all alone in the world.

Once the truck door was open, Carey hopped in and momentarily we were heading deep into the city. I hoped we would be at the Toronto Dominion Bank in an hour or so, but I was wrong. Once we passed through the Bronx, I headed to Willis Avenue Bridge, the southernmost entrance into Harlem. I’d driven by the other bridges and they were all jammed with cars, so I had high hopes that I could cross this one. I was sadly disappointed when we arrived there to see it fully clogged with vehicles. The sidewalks were on the right side, and with the dividers, they weren’t wide enough to get a vehicle through. I slumped forward, letting my head rest on the steering wheel, as heavy rain pelted my windshield.

For a moment, I thought I would just sit there and wait out the rain, but if I was truly humanity’s last hope, I knew I’d better find a way to get across. I decided to walk and find another truck, then haul all of my supplies there. Once I was over, I wouldn’t have to worry about a bridge until after whatever I found in Manhattan. With the plan settled, Carey and I started making the trek across with my groceries and clothing. I hadn’t realized how long the bridge was until I had to walk to the end and back four times to get it all. The last trip, I borrowed an appliance dolly from a moving truck and moved the generator. I figured I had just walked almost five miles in total and it had taken me over two hours, making it close to four by the time I had my new truck loaded up. Carey was soaked and the front end of the GMC lost its new car smell as it was very quickly replaced with the classic, wet dog de toilette.

Before starting my journey again, I saw a semi-truck sitting there like a behemoth amongst cars, and I recalled the CB radio I wanted to get. I jumped into the cab of the Mack and tried to slide the CB off its mount. After a few minutes, a couple of swear words and a screwdriver, I was the proud owner of a radio. I moved it to scan, looking for any local frequency that might be transmitted, glad that truck driver had a quality unit. When it didn’t find anything, we started to move, slowly dodging cars and heading through the streets of Harlem.

______________

One of my favorite things about living in the state of New York was the sheer number of trees. They were everywhere. I remember the first time I’d flown in from Ohio and saw the green from above. Growing up in the country, we had our share of trees, but they usually lined a farmer’s crop. This was different to me. I’d always thought New York would just be a huge city with nothing but concrete and criminals. Instead, it was a lovely state, with flowers, trees, and parks everywhere, with the Mecca of everything you could want in the big city at your fingertips. It was the perfect balance for me. When I’d moved here, I’d spent the first couple years in a Battery Park condo. It was the size of a shoebox, but it was close to the subway, which made commuting to work so easy. It was also a twenty-minute ride to Central Park.

I loved Central Park. It was the most magical place I’d ever seen; ever since that time I walked onto the grass, it felt special. The paths, the trees, and the people – it was just amazing. As Carey and I neared the huge park in the middle of the high-rises, I fondly remembered the first time I’d seen my wife, nine years ago in this very park. I was meeting a client for my firm in the Boathouse, a wonderful dinner and drinks spot in the middle of Central Park. It’s an iconic place where many “meet cutes,” as they said in the movies, happened in classic films.

It was fitting that this was where I would first lay eyes on Janine. My meeting was just finishing, and as I stood to leave, she walked in. There was something that just drew me in instantly; she smiled at the hostess and my heart melted. I saw a man rise from the bar, leaving his stool empty, and start walking towards her.

My shoulders slumped as she turned to him. It was like she moved in slow motion, and as her head turned, our eyes locked. Hers widened slightly, and my heart pounded in my chest. No woman had ever looked at me like that before, and I doubted any ever would again. I stepped forward, all rational thoughts pushed to the side for the moment. I forgot about the man coming to meet her and I arrived before him. Her eyebrows rose as I took her hand and said hello.

“Hello,” she replied quietly, a slight blush in her smooth cheek.

“I don’t know who that guy is, but how about we have dinner?” I asked in a way so unlike myself.

The man had arrived by this point, and I suddenly felt inadequate. He was one of those classic manly guys with the square jaw, shirt tight against his chest. I also noticed a military tattoo where his dress shirt sleeve was rolled up.

“Janine, I presume?” he asked, trying to step in front of me.

She glanced at me. “Sorry, no. Must be mistaken,” she said, taking my hand in hers. We went to a table in the back corner of the lounge, leaving behind a bewildered military man. We talked for hours and had a great dinner. I remember her ordering a portabella mushroom panini, then we started with a glass of red wine, and by the end of the night, we were sipping scotch outside; white string lights hung above us by the pond while midnight lovers paddled by in rented canoes. It was the best night of my life.

When I asked about the guy, she said it was just a blind date, and I didn’t prod past that.

Carey looked out the window and gave a low growl. It knocked me out of my daydreaming, but I couldn’t see any reason for him to bark, except the usual dog things: fire hydrants, mailboxes, a garbage bag flying in the wind. We headed down Central Park West at Eighty-First Street, one of the most beautiful in the entire city. There were a lot of cars out, but it wasn’t in a jam: more like everyone had just made straight east or west from where they were and not north-south. It made sense. The best way out was to head west inland from here. I tried to imagine what the lines at the Lincoln Tunnel must look like right now and shuddered at the thought. I’d never been much for traffic, hence moving into a small community. I liked the slower pace much better, and so had Janine.

We weaved through the cars that were on the street and soon the buildings got larger and cleaner, and more expensive. I couldn’t fathom the sheer wealth that sat in the area, with each park view condo being well in excess of five million dollars for a two-bedroom. We came up to the Museum of Natural History, and I slowed to a stop. Here was where I’d proposed to Janine almost eight years ago. She was fascinated by the place, and instead of something outrageous, I asked her to marry me outside while we snacked on a bagel and coffee. I hit the gas and noticed something out the corner of my eye.

A large black man ran towards my truck at full speed, a sheer look of panic in his face. Carey barked incessantly through the window. I didn’t know what to do. I stepped out of the truck and slid a rifle out from behind the seat. I walked back a half-dozen steps, Carey following and barking as the man approached, obviously out of breath.

We stood there for a few moments, neither of us knowing what to say. He broke the silence through ragged breaths. “Get in the truck. They’ll see us!” I looked up to the sky and saw a silver ship hovering nearby.

“Carey, in the truck!” He looked at me with a tilted head. The man had already jumped into the passenger seat. “Carey, get in, boy!” He growled at me. The silver ship was getting closer, and any moment, it would spot us standing there. I got in the truck and Carey finally got the point, jumping onto my lap. As I swung the door shut and turned the truck engine off, the ship slowly hovered over us and into the park space.

We sat in silence, barely breathing while we watched it hover over the green space; soon it was out of our sight.

“I saw a ship a few hours ago, up north. Do you think there are a bunch of them?” I asked the stranger.

“No idea. I got close to the city early this morning...left Pittsburgh as soon as everyone disappeared.” I noticed him fidgeting with something and saw a ring on his pinky finger with a large green stone.

I nodded towards it. “Do you have any idea what’s going on?”

“Not a lot. I hoped you did,” he replied.

I pulled my amulet from under my shirt and showed him. He grimaced and rubbed his hands over his face.

“She told me to wear this damn ring. I had no idea what she was talking about, or why. But when your girlfriend is sick and asks you to do something in her memory, you do it. Save the world, she said.” His breath was ragged, the words spilling out like he’d been waiting years to say them.

I’m sure my mouth hung wide open at his words. His story was so similar to mine that I knew this couldn’t be a coincidence, only my wife hadn’t mentioned the “saving humanity” bit. I had no idea what was happening, but I was glad to have someone to share the pressure with.

“I’m Dean. Dean Parker.” I reached out my hand, which he took in a firm handshake.

“Ray Jones. I tell you, I’m glad to meet someone else. How’d you not get taken?”

The word taken stuck in my brain, and I sat there remembering James getting lifted through my house. “My wife. Same story as you, Ray. She died and made me promise to wear this.” I lifted the chain and showed him the green pendant hanging from it. “Only I didn’t believe that my life was at stake, and I just got it from a storage locker yesterday after the ships came. I guess I’m glad I did now. Even after death, we should listen to our wives, hey?” The joke hung out there in the air, neither of us laughing at it.

“How the hell are we supposed to save the world? I mean, I’m just a guy from Pittsburgh, a computer science engineer, who works at a steel factory programming manufacturing machinery. God above us, all I want to do is watch the Steelers and drink a cold one after a long day.”

“I have no idea. I’m an accountant. Maybe if I audit them, I can find out where they brought everyone.” Another swing, another miss. My mom used to always chide me for making jokes at the wrong time, but I guess that’s how I dealt with things. “How did you get here? Why New York?” I thought about the vague letter with the safety deposit box information.

“I drove in. The highways had a lot of cars, but I made it through with a Jeep. I had to cruise in the ditch for some sections, but I made it all right. When I got through to Jersey, the tunnels and bridges were all packed. I grabbed my bag and went to a dock on the Jersey coast where I commandeered a motor boat. Didn’t think the owner would mind. I landed at the boat basin by Seventy-Seventh Street and headed east. Then I saw the ship and hid, when I saw you there. I was sure the ship would see you if you were moving. And here we are. The reason I came here. A letter telling me to, after my Kate passed away.”

I wasn’t normally a trusting man, and with all the things my wife apparently had kept from me, I had good reason, but there was something right about Ray. He just seemed so honest, and I instantly felt like I could trust the guy. “Let me guess...TD bank...box number, all of that business.”

He slowly nodded to me and put his bag in the cab of the truck. “You got it. Seems we’re more alike in this than I thought. So, both had significant others die and make us wear a freaky stone that heats up and keeps us here while the rest of the world gets dragged to space. Then we have the same message to go to New York to a bank box. What do you think we’re going to find when we get there?”

I had no idea. “Hopefully some answers. Let’s go find out.” I took one last look at the museum, started the truck, and headed toward downtown.


SEVEN

As we crossed into Times Square, the sun was being blocked to the west by all of the tall buildings surrounding us. We pulled up to the street the bank was on, but the roads were just too full of taxis, tour buses, and police cars.

“We’re going to have to walk there,” Ray said, getting out of the car. “Should we leash Carey up or leave him in the car?”

I thought about a ship coming and finding us because Carey might decide to stand and bark at it. “Let’s bring him but leash him up.” I eyed my rifle under the seat but doubted it would do me any good should one of the aliens, or whatever they were, come down and confront us. I just brought the paper with the information on it and checked my pocket to make sure the key was there. Once we had everything and Carey was leashed, we headed down the block. He didn’t seem to mind the leash, and I thought it was probably quite the picture.

In a minute or two, we were at the bank, and I couldn’t help but notice how eerily quiet it was there. I’d spent a lot of time in this city, and noise was something you just got used to. The dead silence of it now was more than unnerving to me. Even the country growing up wasn’t this quiet. No cars honking a language only the cabbies understood, no falafel vendors shouting to patrons, no noise of the city. Just silence.

As if reading my mind, Ray turned to me and said, “It’s too quiet. I don’t like it.”

We walked into the unlocked doors and passed our way to the far side of the building.

“Where do you think they keep these things?” I asked, hoping Ray might know.

“I think they’re going to be around the back here, out of sight, but still close to security.”

He was right, and we were soon at the doors. Only problem was, they were locked. It appeared there was a code to get in, but we didn’t have it. There was also a manual key hole, so we decided to search the place in hopes of finding a key ring left behind that would grant us access. With the power out, the code puncher was probably useless anyway.

I let Carey go and he wandered around, following fairly close to me as I checked all of what I assumed were the executives’ desks. I found many strange things, including booze, poker chips, and a spare set of underwear. Whoever worked here sure wanted to be ready for a good time. After ten minutes of looking around, I called out to Ray. “Any luck?”

He appeared with a big grin covering his face. “If one of these doesn’t open the door, I’ll eat your hat.”

“Ray, I’m not wearing a hat.”

“Yeah, I know. I only make bets I can win.”

We laughed, showing our raised spirits as we tried each key on the ring one by one. After about five keys, we found one that fit. With a final holding of breath, I turned the key and heard the latch click. Victorious, we hugged each other as if we had already saved humanity.

I moved to deposit box 107 and stared at it for a moment, wondering if Janine had been the one to put something in here. How could she have known about this moment? It just didn’t make sense at all. She was a clothing store manager, what did she know about all of this business? Ray stood directly beside me; he had box 108. Box 109 beside him hung open, like someone had already been here for it.

“Do you think...?” I asked, nodding to the open box door.

“I couldn’t even presume to know,” he answered, digging a key out of his pocket.

“On the count of three?” I asked with my own key in the lock. “One, two, three.” We both turned the keys and our doors swung open. I had no idea what to expect but wasn’t surprised to see an unmarked envelope inside. Ray held his identical envelope up to mine and we smiled at each other.

“Time to save the world.”

We moved out of the room and laid the contents onto a desk. They appeared to be identical in every way. Ray started to read the letter aloud.

“You have been carefully selected to save the world’s population. We can’t say who we are or explain much, but do believe me when I say we are on your side. For centuries, your planet has been the target of invasion. We tried to postpone it for as long as possible, but it was inevitable. To ensure survival, we created and left you a device. It is a counter to their tractor beams, which at this point have taken every human into space. They mean to have your planet for themselves, but it will take a generation or so for them to adapt the atmosphere to their own liking. You must go to this hidden device we planted three hundred years ago and disarm it. Doing so will bring your people back and notify us of your actions. At that point, we will come and escort the invaders from your solar system. We have a pact, but once they break the agreement, we will use force to remove them. A map of the device’s location is in this letter. You must hasten there and save your people. Be wary of the ships that are undoubtedly searching for you. You must avoid them at all costs.”

He stopped reading, and we stood there with our mouths wide open for a moment. I grabbed the letter and flipped to the next page. It was a map of Peru, and the next page was a zoomed-in map of Machu Picchu. It was incredible to think that we were left letters from a second alien race. Could any of this really be happening?

Ray broke the silence. “I’ve never been on a vacation with a man before. What do you say, Dean? Ever thought of traveling to Peru?”

“What choice do we have? But did that letter give you the sensation you were reading an email from a Nigerian prince, needing you to send them a thousand dollars so they can send you a million?” The better question was, how was I selected to save the world, and who had already been here to open box number 109?

______________

It was dusk outside when we hit the streets again, and we made our way back to the truck in silence. Dusk. One day since the ships took everybody into the sky with them. The pressure of the task at hand came tumbling down on me, and I almost stumbled off my feet. Just a few yards away from the truck, I sat down on the curb as the street spun in front of my unsteady eyes. Carey sat beside me and licked my face; he brought me back to reality.

“Dean, we can do this. All we need to do is get to Peru and turn this damn machine off. Voila.”

It sounded easy and impossible at the same time, somehow, and I couldn’t shake the question of how it all worked. How would turning a device off return them all? In the end, I supposed I wasn’t the resident expert on alien technology, so I shrugged off my doubts for the time being.

“Atta boy. We’re going to have to stop and hit an electronics store. I may need my computer, and I’m going to need backup laptop batteries – lots of them. And a phone charger. Good thing is about these phones – the GPS still works even with no active network running,” Ray said.

With a new resolve, I let Carey into the back cab and got into the truck. Ray smiled at me as we started down the street. I knew there would be less traffic density if I headed west a way, and then down towards the south side of Manhattan where I would hit an electronics store I knew of.

“Ray, it’s getting late and we’re going to have a long day tomorrow. Not only that, but we’re going to have to hike across to Jersey. I realize that I may have wasted all my time carrying all of this junk with me when I’ll just have to dump it now. We should hit the hay for the night. How does the penthouse at Trump Tower sound?” I laughed.

“Well, my dogs are barking. Pardon the pun, Carey. That sounds good to me.”

An hour later, it was fully dark, and I left my lights off in case a ship was looking for us as we pulled up to the hotel. We had picked everything up from the store that Ray was hoping to grab, so all we had to do was go in and find a bed to lie on. The hotel loomed over us in the dark, and I took Carey for a bathroom break before heading into the luxury building.

I was pretty sure it was a few thousand a night for a penthouse, but unless the elevators were working, that was going to be an awfully long walk. We opted for the third-floor units, and to be respectful, we found a couple of suites that were empty. We went our separate ways, each with a flashlight to light our way. The hotel had a backup power source, and we used what looked to be universal keycards to get in. Ray said Kate had worked in the “biz” and they all had them.

I had a shower and was happy to know that the water heaters had enough warm water in them still to make it manageable. Then it was a king-sized bed to share with my new little friend. In moments, Carey was snoring at my feet. The crazy events since yesterday raced through my mind, and my thoughts kept roaming back to how my wife had fit into all of this. It just didn’t add up to me. I wondered if I would ever know the truth of it. It felt like hours passed as I tossed and turned before my cell phone alarm went off. I must have dozed off for some time because I actually felt well rested, but Carey groaned and rolled over as I got out of bed.

I found Ray dressed and ready to go when I knocked on his door, and we were off just before the clock struck six am.

“I was thinking of it, Dean. Let’s hit the pier and take a boat down and across. There’s no other way to get into Jersey, and I really don’t think we want to leave anything or walk,” Ray said as we hiked down the flashlight-lit stairwell.

I felt stupid for not having thought of that. We were surrounded by water; why not use a boat when there were so many just sitting around unused? I felt a little bad about once again using someone’s property but figured saving the world’s population was more important than a missing boat.

“Perfect. Glad to have you around.”

On the way down to the pier, Ray was messing around with the scanner on the CB radio, and as we neared the water, the constant hiss cleared for a second and we heard a distant woman’s voice coming through. “...Philadelp...leave...ington...” That was all we made out, and soon the hiss was back. Ray fumbled to keep it on that channel.

“Holy crap. If I was going to speculate what that message meant, someone is in Philly and is heading to Washington. Let’s get moving and see if we can catch up to...whoever that was.” My voice cracked in excitement to think there were more people out there to help us, as if the pressure on me wasn’t as immense with more people to share the burden with.

We got there and I hopped the fence while Ray stayed with Carey, who barked at me through the gate. I broke into the security cabin and found the keys, along with a few sets of boat keys. One of them would have to do. Soon we were loading our gear onto a twenty-foot motor boat, and in moments, we were heading south.

“I think we should head all the way down and around Jersey. If we hit the mainland down there, we can find a vehicle and be home free from any more bridges or tunnels,” Ray called out over the wind.

“Sounds good to me!” I yelled back. Carey stood on the back seat and watched cautiously as water splashed up and around us in the otherwise quiet area. We hadn’t seen any ships since yesterday afternoon and hoped they were searching far away, or better yet, just gone.

It took us a stressful hour or so to find land, me constantly worrying about the ships finding us, but we made it unscathed. We trolled along looking for a pier or somewhere to park this thing, and in another twenty minutes, we found a makeshift dock we could use. I roped it off after Ray parked it, and he went off in search of a truck as I started to haul stuff to the road. He pulled up in a smaller truck, but it still had enough room for Carey in the back seat.

“I figured a smaller truck would mean less stops for gas. This one is almost full and I know we’ve been hauling all those gas cans.” He tossed me the keys. “You don’t mind being the driver, do you?”

I’d always felt more comfortable driving than being a passenger, and I wasn’t sure I was going to be much help when it came to the computer device side of things.

“You got it, boss,” I said.

The roads were fairly clear as we moved west on a connector road that would lead us to the I-95. On to Philly from there. Day two of the adventure and I was still scared of what was to come. I glanced back at Carey and then over at Ray. At least I wasn’t alone anymore, and it felt good.


EIGHT

Things were going well for us, and we were making good time. We stopped for some food at a grocery store and found some of the refrigerators were still keeping the food slightly cool. I was sure in another day or two, we might be talking about another story. We got some ice bags from the bottom of the freezer and added them to a couple of coolers we found, and set ourselves up with some food for the trip. Ray convinced me we needed to spend the effort to make some coffee, so we started the generator and brewed a big pot of coffee while we filled up the truck.

From there we drove down the highway, two fast friends with thermoses of coffee and a goal in mind but no firm plan, short of trying to meet up with whomever we overheard on the radio.

“Why do you think it was us, Dean? Of all the people in the world...why were we left to do this job?” Ray asked quietly.

“I really don’t know. There are so many questions that I don’t have the answers to. I was married to a woman who gave me this necklace and knew what it meant! It just confounds me...and upsets me at the same time. Who the hell was she? Who was your girlfriend?”

“Kate was a wonderful woman, an assistant at the plant I worked at. We started dating a couple months after she started there. She was always really interested in the engineering side of things and loved to pick my brain. I think she wanted to be an engineer herself, but thought she was too old to start college. I tried telling her she should start at Penn U, that I’d support her through it.” He was quiet for a moment. “Then she got sick. Coughing up blood; had the doctors lost for words on what it was.”

A lot of things had been making me pause in the past two days, and this was just another to add to the list. “That’s the same thing that happened to Janine. She was gone in six months. We’d been married for four years,” I said, knowing this was no coincidence.

“This is just freaky, man. Sounds like our timelines match up pretty well. We never got married. I was for it, but Kate didn’t think we needed to label ourselves. No kids, either. She wasn’t ready. I loved her, man, I really did. But deep down, I guess I should have known something was totally bogus with us. Now, as I look at our life together through a rear-view mirror, I feel like an idiot for not wondering before. And then the ring. When she told me to wear this god-ugly ring, I almost laughed. Then I saw the deadly serious look she gave me and heard the pleading tone in her voice. I said I would, and I never took it off. Now I’m not sure if I wish I’d just been taken with the rest of them or not.”

I was sure that being here was better than wherever they were moved to. I just hoped they were being handled without aggression. I pictured my mother being cornered by a horrible alien in space...I tried to shake off the thoughts of torture or the destruction of the race.

“The message we were left said we can save them still, so let’s do it. No moping around, no worrying about what the hell our ladies had done. Maybe we were tricked and they used us for some crazy intergalactic strife...I don’t know, but I do know we’re going to kick some ass, save the world, and feel bad for ourselves after this is all done.” The words hit me hard as they left my mouth, but I knew what I said was true. I had to hold on to the fact that Janny had loved me, she had told me that no matter what happened, to remember those words, so I would assume she’d done what she did because she had no other choice.

Ray stuck his fist out and I hit it with my own. “Deal, brother. You sure you’re an accountant? You’ve got a little Tony Robbins in you. When Earth is back to normal, I’m going to get you on TED Talks.”

I saw a sign saying we were closing in on Philly in a few miles. The best move was to head around the city and keep moving south towards Washington. If possible, we would be able to find the mysterious radio people and meet up with them there.

Ray and I agreed on the plan, and we spent the next few hours avoiding abandoned cars on the road, driving through various side roads and ditches until we were well clear of Philly altogether. The CB radio occasionally stopped its routine hissing and cracked for a bit instead, but we didn’t hear any voices. Once we were through that, we found a secondary highway that would lead us close to Washington, and it was near empty as evening neared, and Baltimore signs came more frequently.

We wouldn’t have much farther to go, but light was rapidly disappearing from the sky. The two hundred miles had taken us most of the day, dodging vehicles and watching for gray ships in the sky.

“Well, what do you think? Do we make a stop in Baltimore or keep going to Washington? I think we can make it there without lights. Once the sun is all the way down, we’ll be screwed – it’ll be tough to see cars at a complete stop on the road, though we may be able to do it at a really slow pace,” I said.

Ray was about to answer when the radio cleared and voices came across. He turned up the volume, and Carey barked once when the woman’s voice came over again.

“We are in Washington, D.C. If anyone is out there, we are at the intersection of I-95 and I-495 Springfield. There are two...Crackle...”

“Come in, Washington. We are on the way. Repeat. We are on the way. Be there in T-minus one hour. Over.” Ray’s hand shook as he held the radio button. There was no reply, and the hissing was back.

“Damn. At least we know where they are. I say we have to go for it now,” he said excitedly.

“Is there any chance we might be walking into a trap? Who knows what kind of crazy things these aliens are doing? Do we just trust anyone we meet?” I asked, not sure I wanted to hear his answer.

“We trusted each other, didn’t we?” he asked as he petted Carey on the head.

“Yeah, we did, I guess. I just feel like such a fool for not knowing my wife that I’m second-guessing everything. You’re right. What choice do we have? We need help, and I’m not missing out on that opportunity. Let’s do this.”

I was excited to see someone, even though I’d been a semi-recluse for the past few years. Just spending some time with Carey and Ray made me remember how much I liked people. It had only been a couple days, but the idea that there were more of us out there had me so happy, I couldn’t wait to meet them and hear their stories.

The sun was going down behind the trees on the side of the road, but I figured we’d be cutting it close at this point. At least this way, we would be going around the main city and heading to the west side. It had been years since I’d visited Washington. The Monument, the Lincoln Memorial, and Capitol Hill. All pivotal icons of American history and politics; history I liked, politics was something I’d never cared a whole lot for.

“Ray, I know we aren’t going to do this, but just for fun. We’re alone, or almost alone, in the world. Where do you go?” I figured we might as well waste some time.

“That’s a loaded question, isn’t it? There are lots of places in the world I want to see, but as for being alone and being able to go anywhere? Maybe the Oval Office.” He laughed. “I used to dream of being the first black president, then Obama came in and ruined that one. I’d sit at the president’s desk, lean back, put my feet up on the shiny wooden desktop and...have a nap. I always thought that would be my ideal napping spot. I’d also probably leave some notes on things I think need to be done to make this a better country. I’d use his letterhead and leave the notes with his name and dates on the paper, on the off chance that he might read them thinking they were his ideas, and implement them.”

Ray was staring out the window, but I could tell he was smiling from his posture. I hardly knew anything about the guy, but I felt like I really knew him at the same time. “How about you, Dean?” he asked.

“Not sure if I can top napping in the Oval Office, but I’ll try.” Where would I go, given the chance to be anywhere? “Well, seeing how Carey and I already walked the Yankee Stadium field yesterday, I think having free rein of Vatican City would be quite the experience. I’m by no stretch of the imagination a devout Catholic, but the history behind it amazes me. I’d also like to walk the halls of Buckingham Palace, to see where the Queen sleeps and eats. What does she read? The newspaper? The Ladies Detective Agency books? Does she poop in a golden toilet? I kind of want to know these things.” I felt foolish for a second about that last one, but Ray just laughed.

“Now that’s something I can get behind. Okay, now let’s get trashy, where we knew this conversation was going to go. I want to see Kerry Washington’s house. What music does she listen to? How can I trick her into a date?” Ray laughed and then got a little quiet; I assumed he thought of his late Kate.

“Okay, me sneaking around the Queen’s room is purely historical, you creeping in Kerry’s house, that’s just stalker material. But if I were going to become a stalker on an empty earth, I’d find this guy named Ray Jones’ house in Pittsburgh. I bet that guy has posters of Mario Lemieux on his wall, and Steelers figurines showcased beside the bar in the man cave.”

Ray laughed so hard tears trickled down his face. “You are just so funny. Who would have thought an accountant could have a sense of humor? I guess you have to, to keep yourself from jumping every time you balance a ledger. And for the record, I was never much of a hockey fan. The posters were always of Joe Montana. He never played there, but he was from Pittsburgh and my dad was on a team one year with him back when they were kids, not football but basketball. He was quite the player, if you listen to my dad’s stories.

“I met him once at a Steelers game. My dad had taken me to a game when I was little, and somehow had connected with Joe. He tousled my hair and signed a 49ers football for me. I still have it...next to my Steelers figurines in the man cave.” This brought on a fresh round of laughing that had me leaking from the eyes. It felt so good to have a laugh in the midst of the insane position we found ourselves in.

It was almost fully dark, but we were nearing the intersection the woman on the CB had mentioned. We turned the radio up, but no signal was coming through. It was as if they had turned their end off. The truck lights were off and we struggled to see where we were going, while trying to avoid the sporadic cars, trucks, and semi-trailers sitting on the freeway.

“What do you think? We’re here. I would think they might be lodged up at a motel or something nearby. Can you check your phone GPS to see if anything pops up close?” I asked Ray.

“Sure,” he said, zooming in on his map, “looks like a Holiday Inn half a mile east of here. We better make this exit and take that overpass. That’s the only hotel nearby. Unless they kept moving or are camping out in a vehicle.”

I really wished I could have tossed my day lights on for a moment, to make the trip easier, but that dream disappeared as quickly as it came. A bright beam of green light shone down from the sky in a perfect cylinder shape. My necklace burned again, and I slammed on the brakes and turned the engine off. Carey whined in the back, and I reached back to pet the shaking dog. He could probably hear something we couldn’t emanating from the beam. Ray’s ring glowed bright, and he covered it with a jacket sitting on the console beside him. We didn’t speak; the only noise in the truck was our quick, panicked breaths and Carey’s near silent moan. The ship above moved the green beam like a searchlight over the area, and it felt like they were there for hours. As if the whole experience wasn’t already stressful enough, we now had to play dead with one of the ships scouring above us.

“Ray, do you think they know we’re here? Maybe the radio drew them in.” Before I finished asking, Ray’s hand darted out and turned the CB off. His eyes were wide, and I realized he hadn’t told me where he was when the people were taken off the Earth.

Carey was trying to hide his head under his paws in the back, making for one of the cutest scenes I’d ever seen in one of the most frightening moments of my life. The world was full of juxtapositions.

“I don’t know what those bastards can sense. We know nothing about them. They might even have heat sensors, or maybe they’re scanning for lifeforms like on Star Trek. Hell, maybe they’re trying to beam us up right now.”

He was right. We knew nothing about them. Just like I’d apparently known nothing about my wife.

The ship was still close by, but the beam was focusing further down the road. I felt my neck loosen up, as if the immediate danger was gone for a moment. I didn’t think the danger would ever be gone, though, not until we solved this and brought the world back.

“I think the ship is leaving,” Ray whispered, and we watched the light move down the road. Soon the pendant cooled, and eventually, the green light on it dimmed to nothing.

All was silent for a moment. Then something knocked on our window.


NINE

Six Years Earlier

There was a knock on the door, and I answered it in my bathrobe. Who could be coming over this early on a Sunday morning? And right after we got back from our honeymoon? I opened the door to a handsome man around the same age as me, and it took a moment to recognize who he was.

“Hello, Dean,” he said as he stepped inside. “How was Aruba?”

“Aruba was great. It rained the whole time, but that just meant we got to stay in...” I stopped when I realized I was oversharing with Janine’s – what – cousin?

“Good. I’m glad to hear it. Is Janine in?” He looked uncomfortable as he shifted from foot to foot lightly.

“Yeah, come on in, Bob. I have coffee in the kitchen – help yourself. Cream’s in the fridge. I’ll go tell Janny that you’re here.”

Bob seemed like a nice enough fellow, but I really hadn’t heard how they were actually related. None of it was clear, but Bob and his wife had come to the wedding a couple weeks ago, and Mary had seemed an absolute delight. If his wife was that cool, then there must be something about Bob that was endearing too. She was a member of the US Air Force, and to me, that was one of the coolest things you could be. That and maybe an astronaut, which Mary could very well end up doing. Apparently, she was an astrophysicist too. I had five bucks on it that she’d grown up with high-pressure parenting.

I walked upstairs to find Janine brushing her hair in the en-suite. “Who’s at the door, sweetie?” she asked with a voice like honey. The pressure of our wedding, and a week in seclusion from the rest of the world, had just brought us closer than I could have imagined.

“It’s your cousin Bob. He seems a little off. Not that I know what’s on for the guy.”

She fidgeted with her necklace a moment and told me she’d be right down. I went and shared a cup of coffee with him and when Janine came, I excused myself to let them have a moment. The room had felt tense as I left it, and I made my way to my office; I had some work to do anyway. Without trying to hear what they were saying, I thought I caught him mention I was the wrong man for her, or something along those lines. Then I heard Mary’s name from my wife’s mouth. I never knew exactly what their exchange was that day, but I never saw Bob again.

______________

Carey rushed to the window and barked incessantly at the dark shape outside the truck. My heart pounded in my chest as I tried to see who was knocking on the truck window. With the ship just having left, Ray and I were already at wits’ end. I turned the key and pressed the window button, lowering it slightly.

“Who are you?” I tensely asked.

A woman replied, “We’re here to help. The ship is gone for now.”

Ray and I got out of the car and let Carey out to investigate the new person. He hesitantly sniffed her hand as she crouched down to greet him.

“I love dogs. What’s your name?” she asked.

“His name is Carey. He’s my neighbor’s dog, but he’s been a great companion on our trip so far. I’m Dean, and this is Ray.”

She shook our hands and I caught sight of her face. I knew her. “I’m Mary. Mary Lafontaine. Vanessa is back at the hotel. We were thinking you might make for a hotel near here, but decided one of us should come find you if you didn’t. Then the ship came and I had to hide.”

Mary. It was Bob’s wife Mary. We’d only met on my wedding weekend, which was six years ago now. I had no idea if she would recognize me or not. Things were starting to become a little clearer, but they were still so convoluted and fuzzy. Janine’s cousin Bob was the husband of the woman in front of me. This was no coincidence.

“Hotel, you say. Let’s get going, and move out of the open,” Ray said.

“Yes, my Jeep is just up a little way. I’ll leave my lights off, so just drive up a hundred meters and you’ll see me. We’ll be at the hotel in five minutes.” Mary smiled and took off into the night. She spoke into a walkie-talkie. I couldn’t believe we hadn’t even thought of using those to communicate if we got split up.

“Dean, you okay?” Ray asked.

Carey finished his business and came and sat down at my feet, his body resting against my shin.

“Ray, I know her. Her husband claimed to be my wife’s cousin. She was at my wedding.”

“That’s some seriously heavy stuff. Let’s move. Maybe we’ll figure this all out when we get to the hotel and talk to them. She seemed sure of herself, out here all alone.”

“She was US Air Force. I think she can handle herself.”

We got in the truck and followed behind Mary in the darkness. The night sky was clear, and the moonlight and stars lit our way as best they could. In a few minutes, we were pulling up to the Holiday Inn.

“Welcome to our private hotel, gentlemen. Here are a couple keys to rooms beside ours.” She passed us keys. “Luckily, they still have regular keys. I’m not sure we could get into the rooms with those key cards.” She led us down a hallway and we toted our backpacks down the flashlight-lit corridor.

“We’re just down the hall in 105 and 106. We’ll be in Vanessa’s room, 106.” She squinted at me slightly before turning around and walking away.

“Come on, Dean. Let’s freshen up and find out what’s going on here,” Ray said.

In a few minutes, we were standing at the entrance to the room, a little fresher now that the day’s trip was washed off, me with a newly applied layer of deodorant. The door was propped open by the bolt, but Ray still knocked before entering. A voice called for us to come inside.

Mary sat at a desk in the far corner of the room, going over some maps. Her dark hair was pulled into a tight ponytail. They had a generator whirring quietly in the closet, it seemed, with the door closed to muffle the sound. It was funny that just a couple of days with no simple things like lights, and it seemed like magic when you did see it. I saw a ventilation hose jutting through the window, preventing us from being gassed out.

The other woman, whom I assumed to be Vanessa, smiled at us as we walked in. She was older than us, maybe pushing fifty, and she wore it well. “So, you’re the other two,” she said, looking us up and down.

“Other two what?” I asked.

“There are four of us, Dean. Four people left behind to save the world. My husband passed this locket on to me before he died, and I wore it, watching my children float away. Do you have any idea what that feels like? To know you’re staying and that you could save one of them, but not?” She was on the verge of crying, and Ray stepped over and put his arm around her shoulders.

“No, I don’t, but I watched my whole workplace get taken. We were working late trying to get a new product’s software done so the manufacturing would be on schedule for a big government contract. I saw twenty of my co-workers get sucked out of the building, and they all looked at me like I was the monster because I wasn’t leaving with them. I’ll never forget Tina’s face as she disappeared through the ceiling; face contorted in agony, looking at me like I was the devil,” Ray said, his hands visibly shaking.

I hadn’t heard Ray’s story yet, and listening to these tales made everything seem so much more real.

Mary came and sat at the end of the bed. “I was in a hangar bay in DC here. We were waiting to be called out in case we needed to try to immobilize the ships. The reports from around the world were saying that all weapons were non-effective against the ships, but we still had to sit there waiting. Like our missiles would have any more power than the Russians’, or the Middle East’s. It was terrifying seeing the news feeds of the missiles and bullets having zero effect on the bastards. They didn’t even have to swat us away like flies; they just hovered there like we were nothing more than a minor nuisance, if they even saw what the humans were doing at all. Those massive black behemoths fell from the sky and I just got a sinking feeling in my stomach, like the end was near. And I suppose it was.” She paused, and we were hanging on her every word. “The sun started to go down, and then things were almost a blur. Everyone was shouting, and I didn’t know why, then I saw them floating, all surrounded by green light. This started to burn up” – she showed a large men’s ring on a chain hanging around her neck – “and I finally understood what Bob had been telling me back then. Bob was my husband. He died two years ago.”

The room went silent, and then all eyes fell on me. My story was so boring compared to theirs, but I had to tell it anyway. “I spent the day getting across town to grab my amulet from a storage unit. My wife had made me promise to wear it, but stupid me couldn’t stand the sight of her stuff. It was all a painful reminder of how much I missed her. Janine died three years ago. Just like Ray’s girlfriend died and your husband Bob died, Mary.”

I watched Mary, and I saw the light click on in her mind. She knew me, and now she recalled where she knew me from. I nodded to her to let her know I knew and would get to it. She cracked a small smile, and I realized how attractive she really was. It had been a long time since I’d thought like that; the thought of dating after my wife passed had left me with a sick feeling of guilt. Why did I choose this moment to feel a spark? All the memories from the past few days rushed into my mind, but I almost felt better for it, like my heartache was being cleansed.

“I had run into my buddy James, and we were just hanging out at my house, trying to see what was going to happen. Janine had told me to wear this necklace when the ships came, and I put it on just soon enough to see James get sucked out of my house and into the sky with the rest of my city. I’ve never felt so alone as that night, and I’d been alone there for the past three years.”

Mary walked over to me, reached out, and grabbed my hands. “I can’t believe it’s you, Dean. What odd set of circumstances could have made it so we were both left after the ships? How is this possible?”

I glanced over at Vanessa, who was sitting there looking surprised. “Ray, did Kate go by Katherine sometimes?” I had a hunch and was ninety-nine percent sure it was right.

“Yeah, to most people. I hated calling her that, and Kate stuck. Why do you ask?” Ray asked.

“Because she was at my wedding too. It was the strangest thing; Janine sprang a couple guests on me for the wedding. She always said she was adopted and then she met some of her real cousins online and invited them. Kate came, as did Bob and Mary.”

“So you’re saying that Kate was at your wedding and so was Mary here? Whoa, fella...” He paused as if he’d just remembered something. “You know what? She did try getting me to go to a wedding when we first started dating years ago. I hated weddings, and we were so new that I thought it might give off the wrong impression, so I lied and said I couldn’t because I had to work. I’ll be damned. This just keeps getting stranger and stranger.”

Now how did Vanessa play into all of this? “Vanessa, you say your husband died? Was he sick?” I asked, knowing this wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation.

“Pretty much the same thing as your wife, Dean. He was my second husband. The kids weren’t his, but they loved him as if he were their father. Now they’re all gone.” She wiped away tears, and we all softened at the words.

“Every one of us was given our green alien rock thing by our significant loved one who’s now dead. Kate and my wife seem to have died the very same way, and I can only assume Mary’s husband shared a similar fate? I’m sorry to bring it up, but this feels really central to everything going on,” I said.

Mary took a deep breath. “I loved my husband a lot. He was a kind man, with a heart of gold, but he felt distant for the last while of his life. He got sick; some sort of lung infection where he would cough up blood, and within a few months, he had wasted away to nothing, and he died with me by his side. Being in the Air Force, I spent a lot of time away from home over the years and often wondered if he strayed from our marriage, or if he even loved me. As he lay in his hospital bed, he told me a crazy tale of people from another world, where a civil war ravaged part of their planet. Two sides came to peace eventually, but there was always a small amount of resentment still felt between them. They needed a new home, as theirs wasn’t going to last, and Earth was found to be suitable.

“One side claimed to have found a home for them that wouldn’t involve the genocide of a race, but the decision was already made. So a safety net was put into place: a device that could be used to bring the humans back once taken. It was said that the device has been here on Earth for hundreds of years, and that the rebels used a highly dangerous wormhole to make it here way ahead of the fleet we saw grace our atmosphere. Then we were selected to carry out the plan to save the world. It’s all been set up by the opposing faction from this planet. Though Bob didn’t say so outright, I now believe him to have been a member of that race. At the time, I thought he was delusional and insane. Now I know better.”

My stomach sank at the implications of her story. If Bob had been one of them, then surely Janine had too. But she was very human. I knew this for a fact. How could she have been anything but? The room swayed, and I reached my arms out to keep myself from falling down. I felt the soft cushion of the mattress and Ray’s hand lowering me down. “I know. If what Mary says is true, then we’re all in the same boat. Feeling deceived and hurt, but maybe it was the only way to save the people. We have to push past this and do what we need to do for the sake of the world. I just don’t quite understand how this is all going to work. We bring them back, then what? Get blasted to smithereens by them? Do we not expect some serious retaliation?”

“Is there anything to drink in this place? Mini-bar?” I asked.

Ray popped open a cupboard that unveiled a mini-fridge with single-serve alcohol bottles in it. “No ice here. What do you say to a glass of wine or a whiskey?”

Soon we had moved to the small table by the window and I was feeling slightly better about things, but that could have just been the effects of the cheap whiskey I’d downed. I was swirling a second one in a plastic glass and noticed Mary watching her red wine more than drinking it.

“It just doesn’t add up. Did any of you have kids? Bob and I tried for a while, but it never took. How about you guys?” Mary asked.

Ray shook his head, as did I.

“We can sit here all night and speculate, or we can figure it out moving forward. Now let’s stop worrying about the past and try to figure out the fastest way to get everyone back.” Her voice had progressively risen in pitch, and she emphasized the speech by taking my whiskey and shooting it back.

We settled in and started to form a plan for getting to Peru. We were four strangers and a dog sitting in a hotel room.
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Carey and I walked away from the hotel, into a small field behind it. The morning sun was just about to rise, and the fall air felt cooler than it had in previous days. I was glad we were heading south; it would be warmer. I really was enjoying having a dog around. He reminded me of a regular life and was helping me stay grounded through all of this. He’d already had breakfast and now he was chasing a bird that had landed too close.

We headed back to the building, and Mary was leaning against the front lobby doorway, foot pressed against the brick wall. My heart skipped a beat seeing her there.

“Dean. How messed up is all of this? Can you imagine that we met six years ago and now here we are?” She let the comment stop, like she had more to say but didn’t want to go on.

I couldn’t help but look at her in a different light all of a sudden. I was no psychology major, but it was almost as if my last three years alone were bubbling up, and the sight of someone I’d met before, combined with the fact that we shared the same spousal story, was making me see her for all the woman she was.

I cleared my throat and hoped I didn’t look lovestruck. Thank goodness Carey interrupted my moment of shame, as he sauntered over to her, doing the patented cocker spaniel full-body tail wag. She crouched down and rubbed his ears while he kept wiggling.

“Bob wasn’t a dog person. Actually, I can’t even recall him ever interacting with one,” she said.

“Come to think of it, neither did Janine. I know she felt bad because I wanted one, but she said she was allergic. I looked into hypoallergenic ones, but she refused.”

Ray came and knocked on the door, waving us inside.

“Vanessa and Ray were making breakfast. Once we eat and get everything loaded, we’ll be on our way,” Mary said as I held the door open for her. She paused as we walked inside, her hand sitting lightly on my forearm. “Dean, do you think we can do this?”

“I honestly don’t know, but at least we have a plan for now. Too bad you didn’t have a jet to take us there.” I laughed.

“I thought of that. Just heading down there myself and doing it. Vanessa was for it. But then we saw the ships, and I was too worried they would just shoot me down, and the whole mission would be screwed. Or at least my involvement in it. Plus, I would be dead,” Mary said solemnly. “I had no idea there was anyone else coming. I just figured if Vanessa and I had been chosen that there must be more.”

“Were you in New York then? Was it your safety deposit box we found open?”

She fidgeted with the ring on her necklace. “That was me. I was close in Washington and took a boat there. Lots of those available where I was. It was only a matter of hours and I was there. I knew I would have to go there and had gone to that bank more than once. Bob gave me the letter to not open until the day they came. Of course I was angry at him for dying, and for telling me that insane story about aliens. I didn’t know what to think when I read it, telling me about a security box. Why wouldn’t I go and look at it? I stood there two years ago in that very bank and stared at that box for an hour. But for some reason, I didn’t open it.”

“How about Vanessa?” I asked.

“I guess she never got one there. Hers was in a local bank. Interesting how her story is always different than ours.” She looked at me, and I estimated she was trying to gauge my reaction.

I really had no idea if that made a lick of difference to our situation, but I was going to watch Vanessa a little more closely than the other two.

“Let’s go get some food and get out of here. We have a long trip ahead of us.” My stomach growled when I smelled the bacon and eggs wafting from down the hall. Carey had already forgotten about me as he ran out of sight.

It wasn’t long before we were packed up and full from the wonderful meal. It felt great to have something like breakfast to share with other people; another seemingly small event that gave me motivation to keep going. Vanessa and Mary were in a four-door Jeep, and Ray and I kept our truck. The drive to Florida was over a thousand miles, so we had some ground to make up, especially since light was at a premium. We had no idea if the ships would find us at night, but we turned the CB off and they gave us a walkie-talkie so we could communicate with them as we drove.

“We’ll take the lead for the start. If you see anything, let us know and we’ll stop and pretend to be just another abandoned vehicle,” Mary said as she bent over to pet Carey. “See you in a bit, pup.”

Mary was used to taking charge, it appeared. I always figured a soldier was better at taking directions, but she seemed to be good at it. I knew I was in no position to take charge here. Her training was ideal for what we had to do.

“Sounds good. We’ll be in touch.” I smiled at them as Ray said the words.

In minutes, we were heading down the road, Washington just a blip in the rear-view mirror.

______________

We started the drive around seven thirty that morning, and after stopping for a bathroom break at around nine thirty, we had made some decent distance. A thousand miles on roads with non-moving traffic could take a long time. We decided to just try side roads for most of the trip, and so far, it was working really well. We cruised along some paved and some gravel roads on the way towards Richmond, Virginia. We stopped for a quick break as we neared the city, and by noon, we were fifty miles south of it, heading towards North Carolina.

Everything seemed to be going well, but we were really far from our goal; Peru seemed like an impossible distance. Ray was quiet this morning, and I drove while he manned the walkie-talkie.

“You okay, Ray?” I asked, worried about him.

“Yeah, I’m okay. Just letting it all sink in. Trying to wrap my head around what it all means.”

I felt like he was going to ask the question I was scared to know the answer to.

“If any of this is true, were Kate and Janine some sort of...” He paused and looked at me. “Aliens? I know it sounds crazy, but maybe it’s true.”

After everything I’d gone through with my wife – the secrets, and Janine’s cousin Bob being Mary’s dead husband too, Kate being at my wedding...it was all too much to not be something strangely unbelievable.

“I don’t know. I really don’t. How could they be aliens? How would aliens look like us? Is that why they died? Maybe they couldn’t survive here. There are so many questions I’m not sure we’ll get answers to. Will it change how I feel about my wife, or you about Kate? I think it will, but I honestly do feel like what I had was real in every way. It had to be.” Just remember that I’m sorry. Never forget this moment. Words from three years ago that I’d blocked out flowed into my head that moment, and tears formed in my eyes as I recalled the desperate look she’d given me. “She knew I was going to find out about her, and she apologized on her deathbed. I forgot the words until now.” Warm tears now flowed down my face, but I didn’t sob about it. I let them fall, and from here I would harden myself. She had to do what she did, for some reason, but I knew without a doubt that she had loved me.

“I think you’re right. But how messed up is it that we had alien women? Not even Kirk married one of them,” Ray joked.

I stayed silent for a moment, then burst out laughing. “We’re going to be friends forever. I love making jokes at the wrong time! That’s straight out of my playbook.”

The talkie cracked. “Hey, boys. There’s a gas station just ahead. Let’s take a breather. Over.”

“Roger that. We’re right behind you,” Ray replied.

We followed them down the gravel road and turned left toward the highway. The Jeep slammed on its brakes and pulled up beside a car sitting there. We did the same and cut the engine when they did.

“There’s a bogey in the sky coming this way from the west.”

The ship was coming in fast. Just when I thought it might pass over us, I saw the beam coming from it. The beam was red, not green, this time. My heart was racing as it came closer; its red light was cutting the ground up in chunks. Huge pieces of earth flew in its wake, cars exploded, and when it passed over the gas station, I had to cover my ears when the tanks blew. A mushroom cloud shot into the sky; the gray ship kept moving, red beam shredding the ground as it moved. Carey was barking as Ray and I sat watching the devastation with our mouths open.

“How are we ever going to stop them?” Ray whispered.

“I have no idea.” My heart was hammering in my chest, and I could feel the drip of sweat run down my back as I stared into the sky. As if to accent the danger we just missed out on, a large piece of metal fell right beside the truck, sticking into the road, fire burning around it.

“We better wait a moment longer in case there’s any more airborne flaming death waiting to fall on us,” I said. In a few moments, we got out of the truck, and Carey ran over to the Jeep and barked at Vanessa in the driver’s seat. I was sure he just wanted to see if they were okay, but she seemed hesitant to get out of the vehicle. He moved over and forgot what he was doing when Mary walked over to us, because she was obviously more interesting than the car door. We watched the line of fire spreading across the horizon for miles.

“Do you think they know we’re here? Why else would they have done this?” Ray asked.

“It could be they were demonstrating their power in case we saw what they’d done. They probably think we’re somewhere around this distance. Maybe they’re cutting a line down this side of the country to stop us from passing?” Mary answered. “I heard the generals arguing about whether these ships had weapons or not. They thought not, that the reason they didn’t retaliate against Russia when they threw missiles at them was because they couldn’t. Boy, were they wrong. They just cut open the ground like a can opener, with a beam of frickin’ red light.”

“I say we head up there, check how big this gash is, and see whether we can get through it or not,” I said, everyone nodding in agreement. We moved back to the cars, but Mary reached out and grabbed my arm while Ray and Vanessa headed back to their respective vehicles.

“Something feels off here to me, Dean. Why bother with this tactic? With this power, couldn’t they just fly down there and blow the device up?” Her military mind was probably whirling at their strategy.

“Maybe they don’t know what it is. Maybe they don’t know where it is. I just know that I can’t see how they’ve transported all of Earth’s population and are carrying them safely in space right now. Why would they not just destroy humanity? Maybe we’re already too late.” I said the words and felt horrible, thinking of my mother, and my sister in California, whom I rarely saw.

“You could be right, but we still have to try. That’s all we have left. Let’s head over there and see what we’re up against. One thing at a time, I suppose.” She smiled and walked back to the Jeep, where Vanessa was sitting and watching our exchange.

“What was that all about?” Ray asked as I got into the truck.

“Nothing. She just has some concerns about the aliens’ motivation on Earth. Things we have no answers for.”

I drove down the street and up a quarter mile to the remains of an exploded gas station. Sections of the building were scattered so far I would have thought it impossible for them to fly that distance. A sign sat on the ground, half on fire. It read “Eat Here, Get Gas,” which under normal circumstances would have made me laugh. With my breath gone, I had a hard time. The earth split open in front of us for what looked like a hundred yards or so. Whatever that laser thing was, it was built for destruction.

The four of us got out and surveyed the damage, all of us too afraid to talk. I looked east and west, and it went as far as the eye could see.

“What if they’ve done this every few miles down? We’ll never be able to get there.” Vanessa broke the silence as she stood there, shoulders visibly slumped forward.

“What about heading around it? We may eventually be able to get past the starting point. Or we head for the coast now and get a boat there,” Ray suggested.

“I have a feeling it’ll be a long way to the end, and for all we know, they blew up the coastline’s boats. I don’t know what the answer is.” Mary crouched and rested her arms on her knees. “Dean, what do you think?”

I wasn’t sure what to think, but if they wanted my opinion… “I say we have four options. One, we go west and see if the ship maybe started shooting the ground close by so we can get around. Option two, we head east and try to get a boat now. It’ll add a lot of time, especially since we were looking to get a sailboat; because as Mary pointed out, there will be a lot of sailboats between Miami and Cuba, so we won’t look out of place. Option three, we cross this chasm, come up the other side, and get into a new vehicle and keep driving south, sticking to the original plan.”

Ray was nodding along and he asked, “What’s option four, then?”

I licked my lips, unsure if I wanted to say it aloud. “Option four, we turn around and give up.”
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I waited for someone to speak, not sure if I wanted to hear what they thought of that option. I wanted to keep on, to keep going and try to turn the damned device off. I just hoped they did too.

Mary was the one to say something. “I say we cross over here. There are plenty of cars on the street. It’s the most known route, and I think that gives us our best odds under the circumstances. Are you with me?”

We all chorused our agreement and grabbed things we’d need. “Only things we need from here on out. If we need something else, we can pick it up on the way. Food, water, flashlights, radios, maps,” Mary called out in her take-charge way.

We set to it, and eventually we had stripped the cars of anything we would need for the next leg of the journey. It was about one thirty as we started our descent into the pit. The first few feet were concrete, but it turned to dirt very quickly. Lucky for us, the beam seemed to have wreaked havoc on the ground and it was an uneven cut, especially by the gas station, where the tanks added to the destruction. It gave us some steps on the way down.

Carey was able to make the run down easily, and he sniffed around the rift’s floor. Vanessa had the hardest time, claiming chronic lung problems, and by the time we were near the bottom, she was coughing hard. I was sweating in the cool air, more of a result of hauling three full bags with me than anything else. My rifle hung across my shoulders and I figured we would have made quite the sight. If me from four days ago had seen me now, I would hardly have recognized myself. A more-than-five o’clock shadow, dirt on my face, and a gun strapped to my body. Desperate times and all that other stuff, I guessed.

I looked down the hole in the ground, and it was an odd feeling to be so deep into the Earth. I quickly got a sense of claustrophobia and felt like the walls were coming closer, even though they were a hundred paces or so apart.

“I hope we find another generator. I miss coffee,” Ray said, patting my back as he headed toward the other side.

“I hear you. I honestly don’t know how we’re functioning right now. I mean, no caffeine for at least five hours! That’s unheard of,” Mary said with only a hint of sarcasm. Vanessa appeared to be recovering, and Carey ran up to me and jumped his front paws onto my thighs. I scratched him on the head and picked up the two packs I’d let down. We moved through the terrain to the looming far side, where we found out the surface was much less carved out for us to walk up.

“What do you think? Should we head down a bit to see if there’s a better spot for footholds?” I asked.

“We can make it halfway up this way, and then there’s a steep section where I think I can climb. Then I can tie a rope to a car’s axle up there and toss it down,” Vanessa said.

“Uhm, are you sure you can do that?” We all looked at her a little incredulously. It wasn’t that she was old at fifty, and she looked like she was in decent shape, but that cough-fest was enough to make me doubt her climbing skills at that moment.

“I was a rock climber for a few years, recreationally anyway. Nothing big, but definitely stuff harder than this. I can still do it. You have your skills, I have mine.” And that was that. She headed up by herself, the flat spot almost halfway up the fifty-yard wall, and from there, she startled us all by reaching up and grabbing a small rock. Slowly, she ascended the fairly flat surface. In ten anxious minutes, she was up top and we could hear her coughing when she was done.

“You’re amazing, ‘Nessa! Are you okay?” Mary called up to her.

“I’m okay. Give me a moment and I’ll get the rope down to you guys,” she called back.

Five minutes later, we were at the halfway mark and grabbing hold of the rope.

“Can we all make this?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. Maybe ten years ago,” Ray said, and ran his hand over his slightly overweight stomach.

“How about I head up first, then Mary, and we can pull you up if you need the help?” I offered.

“At this point, I have no shame in help from a friend. Sounds like a plan. How about Carey?” Ray asked.

The dog looked up at us as if we were crazy, and he was on the strangest walk of his life.

“I can use my jacket like a sling and he can come with me,” Mary said. I knew she was tough, but this was going to be quite the sight.

I slung the lightest pack over my shoulders and took the rope. It had been a long time since I’d had to climb a rope, the last time probably being in a bad white t-shirt and school shorts in the gymnasium, while Mr. Pat yelled at us and called us girls. As I started up the wall, I could almost hear him insulting my manhood. I weighed a little more now than my tenth-grade self and felt the burn as I climbed with a combination of my arms and pushing up with my legs. A couple of painful minutes later, I was on the top being helped forward by Vanessa. I’d feel the soreness later.

I passed the rope back down and then watched as Mary climbed up quickly with a shaking cocker wrapped up in a jacket like a baby swaddled to her belly. It was quite the sight. She hardly looked to be breaking a sweat as she climbed up, much faster than I had. Once Mary was up, Carey squeezed out of the cloth trap and rolled around on the ground, as if he could wipe the fear off his hair by covering it in dirt. The only thing left to do was get the rest of the supplies up, and then Ray. We tossed the rope back to him and he started to tie the bags to it.

“You guys sure you can lift me up there?” he called from below.

“Sure, how heavy can you be, Ray? Two-thirty?” Mary called back.

“Yeah, pretty damn close. Okay, the bags should be good to go.”

We all grabbed the rope and moved hand over hand, pulling the gear up slowly but firmly. It would have been much easier if we’d had some sort of a pulley, but the rope looked like it was holding up nicely. Leave it to Mary to have brought a rope. It was sure nice to have her along. I watched her arms tense as she stood in front of me, pulling with fluid motions and ease, like she did this type of thing on a daily basis. Vanessa brought up the rear and she smiled slightly when I gazed back at her. Her coughing fit seemed to be a thing of the distant past, and soon the gear was over the edge and accounted for.

“Okay, Ray. We’re going to toss the rope back down. I’ve tied it in a loop at the bottom. Jump into it like it’s a hula hoop and sit your butt on the bottom of the circle. We’ll pull you up, no problem.” Mary sounded so sure of herself, I didn’t think we would have a problem.

“Good to go,” he called.

We started to lift, and it wasn’t much worse than all the gear we had moved. We only had to lift him around thirty yards, so I figured a couple minutes. The pulls were getting a little heavier, and I heard Mary mutter something under her breath. Carey barked a few times and wagged his tail. Then I saw what had Mary reacting like that. The rope was coming to our hands frayed.

“Mary, are we good still?” I asked.

“Should be. I grabbed this rope from a hardware store, because I forgot the commercial stuff at the base. Damn it. I should have known it would be cheap. Probably made for tying up a gate or something, not pulling a grown man up a cliff front,” she said through her teeth.

It was becoming more frayed with each pull, and I was getting worried. Ray hadn’t seemed to have noticed yet, and we kept pulling, trusting it would hold.

We stopped when Mary did. The rope snapped slightly, and we were forced forward by the pressure change.

“What the hell was that?” Ray yelled up, alarm in his voice.

“Don’t panic. The rope is starting to give. We almost have you,” Mary told him.

“How far down is he?” Vanessa whispered over my shoulder.

“Only about ten feet, but this thing is almost ready to snap. We have to pull smoothly and quickly. Once he’s close, I’m going to grab his arm,” Mary said.

We hefted him, then Mary was letting go and diving to grab him, just as the tension on the rope eased as it snapped. Vanessa and I fell back in a heap and I quickly scrambled back to my feet and toward the ledge, where Ray was almost howling. Carey was running back and forth as I made my way over. Mary had him hanging there by his left hand.

“Ray, toss your right hand up and I’ll help,” I yelled. Mary’s grip was lessening as the large man’s weight was taking its toll on her small frame. She was strong, but there were limitations to everyone.

“I can’t! I’m going to slip!”

“Mary, we have one chance at this. Try to swing him over. Ray, reach out to me with your right hand!”

Mary swung him, and I could see his hand slipping away. Everything seemed to slow down, and I could see the sweat beading off Ray’s head. Carey’s barking was slow and low, a background noise I almost didn’t recognize. He came back toward me, his right hand rising up to me. I clasped his hand and arm with mine, and together Mary and I pulled him up and over the ledge. We lay there in a pile of stress and relief.

Then came the laughter and the tears.

“I’m alive! Holy mother of God, I’m alive! Thank you, guys.” Ray’s eyes were wet.

I was still on my back staring up at the clear sky, breathing hard. “Well, we may still need you and I’m not great with computers, so that’s your thing.”

Vanessa was passing around a water bottle, and for a minute, it just felt good to be alive, and for us all to still be together. Then reality set in and we started to look for a suitable car for the next part of the trip.

“What do you think about that big SUV? Maybe we should just pile into one vehicle from now on,” I suggested as I walked toward one that looked like it would do the job.

“Perfect. I used to have one of these bad boys,” Ray said, his voice still shaking a little bit. I didn’t blame him. “Not the best mileage, but it’ll get us where we’re going in comfort and still with plenty of room in the back for our gear.”

“Then it’s settled,” Vanessa declared, and we put our things inside. I turned the ignition to make sure the thing started fine and was happy to see a three-quarter full tank. Not long after we were cruising down the highway on the way south. We could only hope there weren’t going to be any more road-blocks along the way.

The I-95S ate up the rest of our light and by the time we were three hundred miles down the road, the sun was creeping down below the horizon, making us decide where to camp for the night.

“You know, at some point, we’ll need camping gear. Once we land in South America, there aren’t going to be hotels on every corner any longer,” Ray said.

“Do you think anyone ever camps in Miami? Could you imagine waking up down there in a canvas tent? It would be pure torture, sweat pouring out of every orifice. I just can’t picture it,” I said, laughing at the image of us all camping on the beach.

“Don’t laugh. I’m sure you’ll have your share of sauna moments coming up. I know it’s getting cool here, but down there, it’ll still be in the high eighties. And that’s if we’re lucky. Until we get to the mountains at least,” Vanessa quipped.

We decided to keep going, sans headlights, in an effort to gain some miles. It was still early after all and we needed to get as far as we could. We couldn’t risk the ships seeing us, so we traveled by the moonlight, which, lucky for us, was out in full force that night. We passed a few clusters of cars, but for the most part, we managed quite well at a smooth fifty-five miles an hour pace.

It was almost midnight when Ray pulled over at a roadside motel. Vanessa was sleeping away in shotgun; Mary and I were in the back seat with Carey snoring between us. He was leaving small drool spots on my leg.

“Let’s stop here and get some shut-eye. We can pound back a granola bar in the morning and get moving. I think we can get to Miami by tomorrow if we leave by six.” Mary was already leaving the vehicle, her knapsack slung over her shoulder. We were standing outside when she came back and tossed us some room keys. “Enjoy,” she said, and headed into the closest room, just beside the SUV.

“Well, I’m tired. You guys all sleep well. I’ll take Carey out and then it’s off to bed.”

Dog and man, we walked behind the hotel, and under any other circumstance, I would have been worried for my life in the middle of nowhere, in the dark night of Georgia, but here it was peaceful and actually relaxing. No crazed serial killer was going to jump out and swing a chainsaw at me, but I supposed an alien might try to beam me up or dissolve me to nothing using a large red beam of death. I wasn’t sure which way I’d prefer to go. Carey walked forward, his head low to the ground in smelling mode.

I heard the crunch of a twig behind me, and I spun to see a shadow coming closer.

“It’s just me,” Mary said quietly. “I just wanted to talk to you in private about something.”

“Sure. What about?” I asked.

“You did a great job today. You were quick to act with Ray, and you have great ideas. I may be trained by the US Air Force, but I think an outside mind may be just what we need. I don’t know how to say this without it sounding strange, as if all of this isn’t strange enough.” Her voice was firm, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to hear what she was going to say.

“Go on,” I prompted, our bodies only a foot apart now.

“You weren’t the one. Whoever chose us didn’t choose you. Janine did, in her own way. I overheard Bob talking about it on the phone back then, just after the wedding. He was so upset about it. I think each of them had to find a pre-selected mate to do this task once it happened. You weren’t the guy. I think he was supposed to be military.”

My heart sank for some reason. Of course they hadn’t wanted me. I was an accountant. They’d desired a military guy. In order to increase their odds of success, they would have wanted competent, trained people to do this job. That night at the Boathouse in Central Park flashed into my mind, and there I was, walking in front of Janine as she was about to go on a blind date with the muscles covered in military tattoos.

That was him. “I don’t know if I can really feel bad. I guess I made more of an impression that night than I’d thought. I’ve always been proud that I took the chance on her. I remember that night quite well.”

Mary took my hands; hers were slightly chilled in mine. “From that moment, I had an idea about all of this, and ever since, I questioned Bob’s actual love for me. He could be so cold at times, but so warm at others. I don’t know what to believe, but I think they were sent here to choose us for this, and that’s it. From what I gather, your wife chose love over what they were told.”

“I don’t know if I should be happy or not at this point, but I’m here,” I said, meaning the words.

“I just wanted you to know.” Her hands lingered a second, then she let go and went back to the motel, leaving me and a sniffing dog alone in the night.


TWELVE

We left as the sun came up and were determined to make it all the way down the five hundred or so miles by nightfall. I took the driver’s seat, with Vanessa up front with me. She was coughing sporadically, claiming Carey must be affecting her lung condition, which was sounding a little worse this morning.

I was still a little flummoxed by my late-night conversation with Mary; the look in her eyes, the touch of her hand. It all made me feel bad to find out that Janine chose me, and more than likely did truly love me through whatever she was or had to do.

The roads in Georgia were fairly clear, and I decided to stick to the highway here rather than the side roads, at least for the time being. I kept expecting to find the road torn up like yesterday, but nothing showed up on the first part of the journey. By the time we entered Florida, it was getting warm, and the sun was high in the sky. We stopped to fuel up and freshen up, and then we were back on the road. I’d been worried because we had no generator to attempt to power the tanks, but we still did have our siphoning gear. Turned out this part of the US had backup power on all their gas stations because of the hurricane threats. They still wanted to be able to function with power outages, for emergency vehicles and transport. I would classify this as an emergency, so we were happy to have the power in the tanks. It made the arduous task of filling up a lot faster. We filled multiple jerry cans from inside the station and we were set.

The day was quiet for all of us; the enormity of the task at hand was sitting heavy on our shoulders and minds. The conversation was light, and we all spoke about our childhoods a bit, mainly where we grew up, number of siblings. I was glad we hadn’t got into religion or politics, because in all honesty, with aliens looming over our planet and everyone but us gone, I wasn’t comfortable having a talk about God.

Ray volunteered to drive the last two hundred miles, and I took him up on the offer. The afternoon wore on uneventfully as we weaved through piles of cars leading up to Orlando.

“Why don’t we just go to Tampa? We could probably be on a boat and cruising tonight,” Ray asked from the driver’s seat.

Vanessa replied first. “I know the path from Miami to Cuba has a lane, and I just wanted us to go unnoticed by the ships. If you think it’s worth the risk, we can do it. I’m sure we can find a sloop with a large enough berth that we can weather a storm if it hits. My family was well off, and we all learned how to sail from a young age. I haven’t sailed myself for a few years, but we should be good.”

“Okay, I think we should be safe heading from Tampa. Let’s do it and cut a couple hours off our trip. I’m sure congestion by Miami will be bad, and at Tampa we can cut around the city and head for a marina.” Mary said.

Vanessa and Mary discussed distances, and Ray and I listened idly while they talked.

It all sounded so perfect to us at that moment. We had a plan, did the math, and all we needed was time and luck to get there.

Ray veered on an exit, sending us westward on the way to Tampa. We moved slower as we neared the city, and a map directed us to circle south and around the main part of the rural area.

“The main Tampa harbor is pretty deep into town along the coast. Odds are we can head south along the coast and find a mansion with a beautiful sailboat for us to borrow,” Vanessa suggested.

An hour later and we hit the coastline; the water was a beautiful sight down here. I hadn’t been to the area before and appreciated the sights right away. Vanessa was one hundred percent accurate. There were a bunch of huge homes on the waterfront here, and it didn’t take us long to spot one with a boat she knew how to handle. It was moored out a way from the shore.

“This is a single-masted sloop. I’ve seen these on the racing circuit. It’ll go like the wind, but the underdeck will be tight. We’ll have to take turns sleeping anyway, so it’ll work.” Vanessa sounded so confident in her lingo that it made me feel at ease about the four of us heading into open waters.

We pulled down the driveway and over their grass toward the dock. I saw their infinity pool and huge house and wondered what the owners were doing now. Even though they had all of this on Earth, it wasn’t going to help them wherever they were right now.

“From here it looks like a beaut. It’ll do just fine. If you guys want, I’ll go to that Walmart we passed a mile back to get supplies. Maybe two of you can load our stuff onto the boat? That little boat there is the tender. We have to use that to get out to the sailboat. Often these shores don’t go down deep enough to dock a sailboat this close, so they have a dinghy-type small engine boat to transport. If we’re lucky, the keys will just be under the seat or something,” Vanessa said.

“I’ll go with you, ‘Nessa,” Ray said. The two helped us load the bags out and onto the ground. We had a list of things we needed. A gas pump kit was high on the list, because we were sure that once we were in South America, we’d be siphoning on occasion. A new, better rope was needed, as well as socks and other essentials. Food was going to be key, and we planned on the easiest, most nourishing stuff we could get.

“Ray, would you mind grabbing a couple bottles of wine, and some beer? I think we might need an evening to take our minds off things. Oh, and maybe a nice fat cigar. I want to feel like the Cubans as we pass by them,” I added with a wink.

“Maybe see if they have a good portable GPS too. It’ll be more accurate than the cell phone’s mapping. See you guys in a bit.” Vanessa got into the SUV, leaving the two of us behind with an exploring Carey. I had no idea how he was going to take being on the water for two days; hell, I didn’t know how I was going to react. I hadn’t spent much time on the water either, short of the odd fishing trip to a lake. The ocean was a whole different can of worms, so to speak.

“Well, this is all happening, isn’t it? We should be well through Colombia in two days. I’ve heard it’s just beautiful down there. You know, if you don’t mind fighting drug dealers.” I was glad to see her smile at my joke.

“Machu Picchu is on my bucket list. Oddly enough, so is saving the world, so you know, two birds, one stone,” she quipped back. Mary seemed like a hardened soldier at times, then funny and sweet at others.

“It does look really nice. I wonder what made them put the device there? I guess a few hundred years ago, there really weren’t tourists around, so they probably thought it wouldn’t be uncovered by man. As good a spot as any. With the exception of us having to take days to get down,” I said.

We talked as we moved our few bags and foodstuffs we had left. Turned out the key to the little dinghy was in the ignition. I guessed they didn’t have much in the way of trespassers way out here. “I hope they get back soon. We only have about an hour until the sun’s down, even though Vanessa isn’t worried about night sailing. She sure is quite the character. Rock climber and sailor? Very nice, though,” Mary said.

“Yeah, she’s quite the woman. Who knows what other hidden skills we’ll get from her? Maybe she’s also a world-renowned juggler, or a master chef,” I said as I loaded the last bag onto the boat.

Carey was walking around the yard, and he started barking. I thought our other two must have been coming back. “That was quick,” Mary said, both of us turning to the driveway. A man was walking down toward us.

My heart pounded when I saw the stranger. It seemed so odd to see someone I didn’t know.

“Mary, where’s your handgun?” I asked quietly.

“On the dinghy,” she replied.

“Go get it. I’ll see who this guy is.”

She ran down the dock and onto the boat. Carey was backing up in my direction, and the man was crouching down, trying to get Carey to come smell his hand.

“Hello there!” he called. He was tall, brown-haired, and broad-shouldered.

“Hello.” I didn’t know what else to say.

Carey was still growling, but came and almost sat on my foot, putting himself between me and the new man. The first thing I looked for was a green pendant, ring, or anything else that would match up with our stories. I couldn’t see any.

“I know what’s going on, Dean. It is Dean, right?” His voice was sure of itself, and an accent I couldn’t place. Canadian, maybe?

How the hell did he know my name? It clicked. He was one of them.

“Stay back!” I called to him, and I could hear Mary’s footsteps approach from behind. “Who are you and what do you want?” I asked, voice raised.

He lifted his hand in the air and spoke softly. “I’m here to tell you something. I’m on your side, I promise you this. You’ve been lied to. You don’t want to turn off that device. Think about it, why would...” A gunshot rang out, and it hardly registered as I saw blood spray into the air. The man crumpled to the ground. I stood in shock and Mary rushed forward. We scanned the area and saw the SUV with the passenger door open and Vanessa perched on it with a rifle and scope. It had all happened so fast. I’d just been there talking to him and then he was dead. Mary crouched down and turned his body on its back. Half his face was missing. I turned and threw up, bile burning the back of my throat. The SUV pulled out and I could hear Mary yelling at Vanessa, but the words were lost in the ringing in my ears.

In a few moments, my head cleared, but I kept my eyes averted from the body.

“We need to get out of here. Now!” Vanessa called. “Where there’s one, there are probably more.”

“Why did you shoot him?” Mary pleaded.

“He had to be one of them,” she replied.

“Why? What if he was one of us, or trying to help?” she asked.

I stepped forward. “He wasn’t one of us. He was trying to convince me not to shut the machine down.” It burned to talk.

“Let’s take this stuff loaded and get moving. Vanessa is right; we better clear out of here.”

It took less than five minutes to get the boat loaded and untied. Vanessa pulled the body by the legs and dropped him into the water by the dock. She reached down and grabbed his shirt collar and tugged him under the dock, to be hidden from anyone that might come looking. She coughed, a violent hack, when she was done. I noticed Mary didn’t take her eyes off Vanessa.

______________

Once we’d settled onto the sailboat, we lifted anchor and ran the onboard engine to bring us out into the water a way. Vanessa had directed us on the sails, and just as the sun was setting in the western horizon, we were heading southwest.

We hadn’t talked about it, and near midnight, once we were sure we were going in the right direction and everything was set, Ray, Mary, and I were in the underdeck, sitting around the small table. I’d never been below on a sailboat before, and it was quite cozy. It reminded me a lot of my parents’ tent trailer from when I was a kid. It had that same slightly musty, canvas smell to it. Everything was compact and folded up like the trailer too. The table had a ledge on it to prevent dishes and cups from sliding off in uneven water. Being down here was even stranger-feeling than being on deck, and my stomach was swaying in opposition to the waves. Part of that was the uneasiness I still felt from the murder of that man, or alien, or whatever he was. He’d breathed and spoken, and now he was nothing but a body under water.

“What the hell was that?” Ray asked through his teeth.

“I don’t know, but I don’t have a good feeling about it. Even if he was a bad alien trying to convince us to not kill the device, was it wise to shoot him?” I asked.

Mary leaned forward and kept her voice low. Vanessa was manning the ship’s wheel, so we thought we could talk openly, but you could never be too safe. “What’s with her? On top of all those other skills, she’s a frickin’ sharpshooter? That was some of the most messed-up shit I’ve ever seen, and I’m in the Air Force. Dean, what do you think about that guy? Why wouldn’t they have just killed us? It doesn’t make sense.”

“I agree. He really wanted to tell me something about the device but didn’t have a chance, obviously. Did you see how cold and callous she was about it? And the way she dragged the body by herself? I don’t trust her,” I said.

Ray got up and pulled a beer out of a cooler. He opened and passed one to Mary and then to me. “She was so pleasant and nice on our trip for supplies. Telling me about her little Dennis. He sounds like a great kid. Her husband collected African masks, and they’d been there over a dozen times. Normal rich white lady stuff, if you ask me. But that was seriously deranged. She told me to slam on the brakes, and she had that gun from under the seat in seconds. Before I knew what was happening, I heard the shot and saw that guy drop.” He took a long pull from his beer.

“What do we do?” I asked, looking between the two of them. Thoughts of dumping Vanessa over the side of the boat entered my mind, and I shook the image out of my head. Where did that come from? Suddenly, my stomach felt even queasier.

“For now, nothing. Let’s pretend we’re all good, but honestly, we can’t trust her. One of us should go up there and talk to her. I don’t think I can right now, though. I’m still so upset and fuming,” Mary said, taking a drink from her bottle.

I knew where this was going. I needed to be the middleman, the buffer between everyone. It wouldn’t be the first time in my life I’d played the role. “I’ll go see how she is.” I grabbed a beer for her, in the off chance she was up for one.

“Thanks, buddy. We owe you one,” Ray said, eyeballing the small bed in the corner.

“Why don’t you two get some rest, and I’ll hit the hay in a few hours. We can just take shifts for alien watch, Vanessa watch, and sleep.” They nodded and I climbed the few rungs to the deck. Carey sat there and happily greeted me. He hadn’t wanted to come down the ladder. When I tried to pick him and carry him down, he just whined and shook ferociously. I’d settled on leaving him here.

The night air had a chill to it, even though we were quite far south at this point. The smell of ocean, salt, and night mixed together and gave a somewhat calming scent. I headed to the back of the boat, or aft, or was it starboard? I really knew nothing about ships. Vanessa was at the wheel, one hand on it as she stared into the starry sky. It was beautiful out here.

I settled in on a bench to the side of her and offered her the semi-chilled beer. She accepted it with a smile, had a sip, and kept staring into the sky.

“Dean, I’m sorry if I scared you before. I know you guys must think I’m nuts. My instincts took over and I felt like I did what I had to do. I saw a threat and eliminated it.” She was speaking softly and I could see that she was upset.

I stood up and put my arm around her shoulders. It was hard to imagine she was capable of killing anything, being a small-framed fifty-something. Her face pressed into my chest and she started to sob. Just when I’d passed her off as a threat, she softened my views of her, but I knew people were all capable of being manipulative. I thought I was a pretty good judge of it, and honestly felt like she was being real and in the moment. I held her and told her it would be okay, and in a few minutes, she was backing away, wiping away tears and apologizing to me for being silly.

“There’s nothing silly about it, Vanessa. Think of what we’ve been through in the span of a couple days. It’s been crazy! Not only did everyone we know and love leave us, ripped from our planet, but it’s just us left to fix it. If that isn’t pressure, then I don’t know what is. I used to think tax time was as bad as it got.”

She laughed and we stayed there small-talking: talking about Peru and drinking our beers. Carey sat by my feet, surprising me by how well he was doing on a boat. The waters were quite calm and I could see other sailboats and ships in the water as we drifted on by in the moonlight. It was so quiet and serene out here that for a moment I forgot where I was and closed my eyes, feeling the sway of the boat and the lapping of the water as the wood cut through the slight waves.

A few hours passed and Ray emerged from below. He stretched and Vanessa showed him how to hold the wheel and explained about the tiller. It all seemed easy, but I knew there was more to it than “take it and hold ‘er steady.” There were only a few boats in the distance, and when I asked how far she thought we’d traveled, she said about one hundred and fifty miles.

“If you see a ship coming in too hard, steer clear if you can. If you’re worried, then come and get me,” Vanessa said.

“Aye aye, Captain,” Ray said.

Mary climbed up top and asked what time it was.

“About three AM. A few hours until sunrise,” I answered. “I think we’d better go get a little shut-eye. Keep an eye on Carey for me, would you?”

I was below deck in moments, sharing the small bed with Vanessa: a woman who, hours before, had shot a man right in front of me. Even with my mind racing, I was out as soon as my head hit the pillow.


THIRTEEN

When I came to, I was alone in the bed. I was groggy, but when I stood to the lightly rocking motion of the boat, I knew I was finally rested. The sun blinded me as I climbed out, and I was greeted sloppily by a cocker spaniel’s wet tongue. I gave him a kiss on the top of his head and added a multitude of pets to tell him I missed him. He was such a good animal. Everyone was still there and smiling as they sat on the bench, eating bagels and drinking what looked like orange juice.

“Well, aren’t we all just out of a Hamptons Elitist Magazine.” We laughed at the idea of the grimy group of us being on the cover.

“I might need a little makeup first,” Mary said.

“Me too,” Ray said with a chuckle.

“Why didn’t anyone wake me? It’s after nine!” I felt bad for hogging the bed so long.

“You needed it, and besides, look how nice it is out here,” Vanessa said.

I scanned the horizon and was amazed by the wonder of it. The ocean stretched for far beyond my eyesight in every direction. I couldn’t see any other ships bobbing in the water now. We were getting much further south, and already my shirt was clinging to my back from the heat and humidity.

“We passed Cuba about three hours ago and are well on our way to Panama. I think we should head there first, since it’s closer by a hundred or so miles, and traveling by boat is much slower than an automobile,” Vanessa said. We brought out a map of the area and agreed that the northern tip of Panama was probably our best bet. We’d hopefully land by noon the next day.

I noticed Carey looking sheepish in the corner, and I found he’d made use of the bath towel I’d laid out. I’d hoped he would think of it like a patch of grass and was happy it worked. I took the towel by both ends and carried it to the rear of the boat, holding it away from my nose. I shook it off into the trailing winds and figured I’d better put it back so he knew it was okay to keep using it.

Ray gave me a grossed-out face when I finished flinging it off. The things a dog owner had to do. I tried to imagine what this trip would have been like with a child and was glad I didn’t have to deal with the stress. Janine and I hadn’t been able to have kids, but they were something I still saw in my future. Not going on a date in years wasn’t helping my cause, though. My gaze lingered on Mary, who was taking lessons on the ship from Vanessa. Her ice from the night before seemed to have melted off in the heat, and the two of them appeared to be fast friends once again.

The rest of the day went by quickly, as if we were sailing through time, and before we knew it, late afternoon was upon us. Dark clouds threatened to cause rain in the distance, the direction we were heading into.

“What do you think of those?” I asked Vanessa, who was staring at the looming clouds miles away.

“I think we may have reason for concern. The weather down here can be very touch and go, and that storm may pass, or we may pass through it with no problem.” She paused. “But we don’t have a choice at this point. We have to keep going.”

“Why don’t I head down to the kitchen and make us something to eat? Who’s up for some world-famous grilled cheese?” I asked, hoping to take their minds off the potential storm.

“I’ll help you,” Mary said, and we headed down the steps into the ship’s small underbelly.

“I hope we don’t have to deal with anything too harsh. I don’t relish the idea of being tossed about the sea in this thing. We’ll get ripped to shreds.” I was surprised by her honesty. Again, I felt like I was getting to see the real Mary, the one behind the mask of the Air Force and tough attitude. The more time I spent with her, the more I enjoyed being with her. I turned to the stove.

“Yeah, I agree. My stomach doesn’t want to deal with that. It’s uneasy enough as it is. How about we make some food and hope everything works out?” I kept my back turned to her.

“Is everything okay, Dean?” she asked, hand coming to rest on my back. I spun around slowly and felt self-conscious with how close she was standing to me. All of a sudden, I wondered if I smelled fresh, or if hours of hot Caribbean air had washed away my deodorant.

“Sure, everything’s fine,” I whispered as she took my left hand with her right. It was slightly cool, and soft in my grip. If ever there was a moment to make a move, this was it, at least under normal human circumstances. Still, I knew I couldn’t let this piece of time fly by without seizing it. “Carpe diem,” I said under my breath as I raised my other hand to her cheek. I closed my eyes and leaned in to her perfect face; our lips met for an instant, and it was like nothing I’d ever felt.

“You guys better get up here! Looks like we’re in for some weather!” Ray called down.

My hand lingered on her face, and she looked down to the ground. “We’d better get up there and see what we can help with,” Mary said, heading up the steps. I watched her go and remembered to turn off the gas burner before following after her. If only I could have turned off my own burner.

The wind was blowing hard as I got above deck. The clouds were black and angrily spitting rain on us. “What do we do?” I called out.

“We have to reef the sails. Ray, I’m going to turn into the wind. It’ll ease tension on the sail. Grab the reefing control line and untie it, letting it loosen. The sail will shrink and the wind will cut around it rather than catch us like a parachute. Mary, you grab the rope and help him tie it off when I tell you. Dean, come and help me manage the wheel. It gets tough in the wind and waves.” We were finding out Vanessa was good under pressure.

Lightning flashed around us and the waves grew larger. Facing the wind, we fought the waves head-on, and the boat rose and crashed over and over. Thunder boomed as Mary and Ray finished their task; the sail contained, Vanessa called for them to tie it off. She told me to take the wheel and hold it tight. Pressure from both directions made it tough to control and keep even. Every time I felt it slacked in one direction, the wheel would try to spin the other.

“See that clear patch over there? I’m going to use the engine to drive us over past the storm.” Vanessa turned and lowered the engine down into the water. She threw on a life jacket and we all followed suit, me wondering why I hadn’t done that the moment the clouds looked imposing.

With the engine on, she took over the steering again and turned us to ride along with the waves, slowly easing us away from the lightning. The wind was so loud ripping through the mast, and the crashing of the waves against the wood was adding to the deafening experience. My heart pounded almost as loud as the thunder in my ears, and I told myself that my trembling was mostly due to the incessant rain and splashing of sea water onto the deck. I knew I was kidding myself.

“Take Carey and go below, while I get us out of here!” Vanessa called.

Mary picked up the panicked dog, and she and Ray climbed below.

“I’ll stay with you!” I called over the noise.

We were moving quite fast, and the rain was pouring down hard now. Vanessa smiled as she kept her hands on the large wheel, arm tendons and muscles bunched tight against the angry sea. A huge lightning flash shot out into the sky, and I thought I saw the shadow of a ship. Not a boat in the water, but one of the gray alien ships, which we hadn’t seen since the one that tore up the ground on the interstate. My heart hammered when I saw it again on the next flash. We kept moving along, and even though it felt like hours, in a few minutes, we were on the outside of the storm, the wind blowing it northwest of us.

I scanned the sky for signs of the ship but couldn’t see one. Maybe it was just my imagination, but I didn’t think so.

“Did you see that, Vanessa?” I asked, my voice wavering.

“See what? One hell of a scary storm? I think I saw my life flash in front of my eyes...but that could have just been the lightning. Dear God, that felt close. Too close.”

Mary climbed up top, Ray behind her.

“Mary, can you check the GPS and see how far we are away from our landing spot?” Vanessa asked.

“Sure, are you guys okay?” Mary asked back.

I wasn’t sure if I was. I’d just had the fright of a lifetime and to top it off, I was quite sure I’d seen a ship. Did they know we were here? What were they waiting for? Us to kill ourselves? I found Carey curled up and drenched. When I held him, I could feel his little heart pounding away.

“Yeah, we’re good. Vanessa really came through and saved our asses. We owe her big time,” I said. I decided not to bother telling them about the ship. Maybe it had just been my imagination.

“GPS says not too far off what we’d thought,” Mary told us.

Vanessa headed over to the sail and untied a rope. Ray went over and helped her get the sail back to its regular position. Soon we were sailing full speed ahead, with the sun setting to our right. The crew looked tired, soaked, and hungry.

“How about those grilled cheese now?” I asked, laughing a little bit.

“Sure, but first I think we’d better give this boat a name. We fought the sea and won, and it deserves a better name than the letters on it,” Vanessa suggested.

I leaned over the side and read the lettering. Princess. I said it aloud and we all laughed.

“I don’t know, maybe we should just stick with Princess. They always get their way, after all.” This from Ray.

“Princess she is,” Vanessa said, smiling with wet hair plastered to her forehead.
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We took turns sleeping on the bunk, and Mary and I didn’t talk about the moment we’d shared earlier. Ray and I demanded that Mary and Vanessa take the first sleeping shift, and around three am, we woke them up and hit the hay. My mind was reeling from the past few days, and I couldn’t believe the crazy adventures we’d been through already. I could only hope that once we landed in South America, things would run smoothly. As I lay my head down on the pillow, I doubted it would be quite as simple as I was dreaming it might be, but we’d already shown what a resilient group we’d become.

I woke some hours later and left Ray in the bed snoring lightly. Carey was sleeping by my feet when I woke up, and I was happy to see him finding himself a little more at home here. The sun was just coming up as I carried a sleepy dog up the ladder. Vanessa and Mary greeted me and offered me a cup of tea. The ship had a propane stove that was giving us just enough to make this almost seem like a normal trip across the Caribbean Sea: four friends heading to Panama for an excursion.

“Good morning, Dean. Ray still down for the count?” Mary asked, her gaze lingering on my eyes for a moment before she looked down to her cup.

“Yep, I left him snoozing like a baby. Are we still on track?” I asked, enjoying the lemon tea with a dash of honey. My mom always used honey in her tea. The worry for her and everyone I cared about was like a constant buzzing in the back of my mind, but I had to push it to the back of my thoughts to be able to keep functioning. It was easy to forget that everyone was somewhere out there, and that was the whole point of us heading down to Peru. Most of the time, it just felt like we had one small task at a time. Get to New York, get to Washington, get to Florida, get on a boat, and get to South America. It was a series of small tasks that would eventually make up one huge, immense task.

“Yes. We’re about six hours from land – one hundred and twenty miles. We made okay progress through the night. We got lucky last,” Mary said matter-of-factly.

“Don’t we know it. I’m pretty sure I had a nightmare that we capsized, and the last thing I saw as I was being pulled under the current was Carey swimming towards me, wearing a life vest.” I patted the loyal guy’s head as he sat beside me, tongue already hanging out the side of his mouth in the warm morning heat.

“One bad wave or one more minute with full sails and that might have been the case,” Vanessa said.

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to tell them, but I decided I should. “In the midst of the lightning and the storm, ship swaying in all directions, I thought I saw a ship,” I hesitantly said.

“Sure, there were probably a couple ships out there getting tossed about along with us. It could have been much worse; we could have hit one of them. Then we would have been going for a swim.” Vanessa had missed my point.

“Not that kind of ship. One of the big silver ones. I swear I saw one looming there, watching us. I saw it for two lightning strikes, and then it was gone. It could have been my imagination, but given all that’s happened, I think it was real.” There; I told them.

“I believe you,” Mary said. “They may not have known there was anyone on the boat, though. It could have just been one of their patrols, or whatever those ships are. Patrols, scouts...either way, they’re probably looking for us, but it doesn’t mean they found us. Otherwise, I have a feeling they would have red-beamed us, and we’d be searching for Spanish gold on the bottom of the ocean.”

I heard Ray banging around in the galley below, and soon we were smelling bacon and eggs: a real heart-healthy breakfast. The old me would have wished for something a little lighter, but today I was drooling almost as much as Carey when I went down to help Ray bring the food up.

We ate, finished our tea and started to pack up our stuff as sea ate up the hours. Before we knew it, land was in sight, and Ray and I brought all the bags up to the front of the deck.

“I’m not looking forward to the trip back,” Ray said.

“God help us if we’re sailboating back. Let’s bank on us flying back with big fat medals around our necks,” I said with a laugh.

Vanessa directed us to reel the sails and we slowed the ship, then used the motor to bring us closer to shore. Panama’s landscape looked beautiful and lush.

“We’re coming up to the Gulf of San Blas. There should be some mooring points, and I bet there are a few resorts down here. How could there not be? Look how amazing this water is,” Mary said, waving her hand over the water like she was Vanna White on a game show.

“Tell them what they’ve won, Pat,” Ray said, mirroring my thoughts. We all had a good laugh, and soon we were coming up to a sailboat dock a couple hundred yards from the shore-line.

There was a four-seater tender there, waiting to take us to land. We took two trips on the tiny boat, hauling our supplies along with us. The thing’s motor sounded like it needed tuning up, and the noise echoed down the bay. We were happy to finally be off the boat and on shore, though my legs told me otherwise. The world felt like it was moving, and I was standing still as I tried to get my bearings on the sandy beach. I could see the others also trying to adjust to being on land again. Carey gave up and settled for lying down and rolling in the sand.

“It’ll take a while, but before you know it, you’ll all be back to normal,” Vanessa assured us. She broke into a violent coughing fit and turned from us for privacy. I tried not to watch, but I had my suspicions about her, and I’d heard that same coughing from Janine. I swore there was blood on the sand before she kicked at it with her foot. If Vanessa was one of them, what did it mean? My wife, Bob, and Kate all seemed to be on the right side of whatever internal alien conflict was going on, so all I could do is hope Vanessa was too. But the way she’d casually killed that man back in Tampa weighed heavily on my mind. She’d helped to get us this far, so for the time being, I told myself that I’d have to trust her. Trust her but keep an eye on her.

I could see Ray watching her too, out of the corner of his eye.

“Are you okay, ‘Nessa?” Mary asked, concern thick in her voice.

“Yes, I’ll be fine. I’ve just been over-exerting myself. Let’s get moving.” Vanessa grabbed a bag, slung it over her shoulder, and started to walk toward the road.

“Let’s do this,” Ray said, following suit.

We got to the narrow road and spotted signs for resorts down the street. There were a few vehicles down the road, so we made for them, hoping there was something we could all fit into. We found a van from a local tourist company. The back was full of snorkel gear, which we proceeded to toss out onto the ground.

“Maybe we better keep a set,” Mary said. “You never know what we’re going to be up against out here.”

I didn’t see a case where we would need goggles, but she was right. We really didn’t know what we were in for. Once we were loaded up, we all filed into the white van. I took the driver’s seat, adjusted it, and off we went.

“Where are we going, other than east? Do we need to make any stops?” I asked.

Mary was sitting beside me, Ray and Carey in the middle row, and Vanessa was all alone in the back, lying down. Mary brought up the GPS. “Let’s hang a right in a couple minutes. About five miles down, we’ll turn left, and we’ll eventually hit the main highway. Hopefully, there won’t be a lot of cars blocking our way. It’s not like we’re in the best off-roading vehicle.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “I wish we could just stop at one of these resorts first, play a round of golf, have a couple Mai Tais.”

“I can float in a pool for hours. We don’t have a lot of nice outdoor pools in the ‘burg. I used to go down to the Y twice a week and do laps. That was in my twenties, and before Kate passed away. I don’t think I’ve been to the gym since. We used to go together all the time. She brought out the best in me, always pushing me to run with her. Hell, I even did yoga. Take a guess how many black guys in Pittsburgh there were at the yoga studio. None. Just me. I miss it all, though. Maybe I just miss her, I guess,” Ray said.

It was touching, hearing Ray talk about it. I think we all felt a little bit of what he was saying. I’m sure we all missed our spouses. Even Mary did, I was sure, though she wouldn’t admit it. Vanessa had been married, and I could picture her and the hubby sitting on a Sunday morning, sipping teas and doing a crossword together, the kids in the other room watching some educational program or another.

“Janine used to convince me to watch her horrible television shows with her. When I was a bachelor, I watched a lot of hockey – always the Rangers. That and outdoor shows. You’d think I would be better at roughing it, but maybe I just liked watching other people do it. Before I knew what was happening, I was watching singing shows and chefs yelling at line cooks. I didn’t mind though. We accommodated each other. That’s what couples do,” I said.

Mary had been quiet up to this point, but she now chimed in quietly. “Bob used to come to kickboxing with me. Ever since I was a little girl, I wasn’t like everyone else. I liked playing with GI Joes and footballs. I used to get teased about being a tomboy, but I never cared. I didn’t want to play with dolls or braid my hair. The Air Force was awesome for me. I met so many like-minded people, and more importantly, women who respected me and treated me like one of them. Bob seemed to pick up on this, and he tried to do things with me that friends outside of the Force wouldn’t, typically. He hated kick boxing.” She laughed. “But he did it for almost a year before he admitted it wasn’t for him. Maybe I should have taken it a little easier on him. Or maybe a small part of me knew he wasn’t who he said he was, so each landed hit was a little pre-emptive revenge.”

“I wish I could just go swimming with Kate again. Maybe one day I’ll be able to swim in the eternal waters of heaven with her. What do you guys think?” Ray asked.

“I think anything’s possible. I mean, Earth’s entire population was just threatened by aliens from another world. A week ago, anyone would have laughed at you and called the asylum just for suggesting such a thing was going to happen. Now I’m driving around Panama with three complete strangers in a snorkel van.” I made it sound like a joke, but it was one hundred percent true.

“I’m quite happy to see so few vehicles on the roads out here. I know this part of the country must be sparsely populated, but I wasn’t expecting this clear a path,” Mary said from the seat beside me. I glanced over at her, her brown hair in a ponytail. She had light bags under her eyes, and they did nothing to lessen her piercing eyes’ effect on me. I wondered if she’d relived that small kiss over and over in her head like I had. Since she hadn’t mentioned it, I doubted the impact on her. Still, she had initiated every touch of the hand, every tension-filled eye contact moment. So far apart from what I was used to. I remembered the moment when I’d met Janine and how I’d taken charge and a chance.

I reached across the console separating the two of us and took her hand in mine, giving it a light squeeze. She smiled at me with her eyes, and as I started to pull my hand away, she held it tight. My heart rate sped up and I could feel a bead of sweat drip down my back, and not just from the Caribbean heat.

“Hey, guys, we’re coming up to the Colombian border. That was faster than I expected,” Ray said from behind us. Mary opened her hand and I pulled mine loose. I smiled at her while keeping my eyes on the road.

“GPS is saying that we’re about an hour from the mountain range that we have to go around. I doubt the roads will be very accommodating. I think we’ll have to change out this thing, as much as I love the leg room, in favor of an all-terrain vehicle,” Mary said.

Colombia was going to be a bit of a challenge to navigate through. With mountains cutting through most of the country’s length, running north-south, we’d have to hit them from the top and follow the valley road on the east side of them. There weren’t going to be more than a few little villages along the way, but we knew things should be fairly quiet here. It felt more humid as we approached the border, and I was surprised by the amount of security here. There were gates at each section where the guards would presumably ask for documentation – or bribes, for all I knew. I didn’t know a lot about Colombia short of what the movies told me, and that amounted to some terrorized villages, cocaine factories, and bad guys with moustaches smoking huge cigars.

All of the gates were shut, and for a minute, I thought about pretending I was Arnold in one of those movies, crashing the gates down with the van while machine gun fire sprayed around me, narrowly missing me as the windshield caved in. Instead, I pulled up and we hopped out to check if it would slide open without a key.

“Ray, can you check on Vanessa? She hasn’t made a sound in quite a while,” I said while testing the first gate. It was locked.

“Guys! Something’s wrong here.” Ray was crouched over Vanessa in the back of the van. We hurried over and saw blood on the seat beside Vanessa’s head.

“‘Nessa, are you okay?” Mary asked, fingers on Vanessa’s wrist, checking for a pulse. She nodded, and Ray hit the lever leaning his seat forward. We lifted Vanessa out, onto the ground outside, on the grass. Her chest was rising up and down.

“Get the water!” I called, and her eyes shot open, blood dripping from her mouth when she violently coughed. She coughed non-stop and rolled to her side. I knew this cough. I’d seen it too many times over that six-month period. I could tell from the looks on the others’ faces that they did too. Whatever Vanessa was, it was the same thing our significant others had been. From my estimation, that made her, at the very least, some sort of alien hybrid. Now that I was sure, I really hoped she was going to pull through so we could get her to tell us the truth.

We tried to get her sat up and against a tree when she seemed like she was going to stop the hacking. She hesitantly took the water bottle and sat catching her breath for a minute before taking a drink. She coughed halfway through her first guzzle and spit water on herself. Three minutes later, she had finished coughing and she leaned back, eyes closed, chest heaving slightly.

“Vanessa, we need to know the truth,” Mary said, crouching low to the ground. I had no idea how this was going to go down, and I felt thankful her gun was under the seat in the van; images of that man falling to the ground dead in front of me flashed in my mind.
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Vanessa nodded slowly and started to talk. The sun was still high in the sky, beating down on us. I could smell the tropical plants mixed with seawater around me. Her words were so quiet at first, I had to lean closer to make them out.

“My husband died five months ago. Heart attack. He was only fifty but had some sort of hereditary condition that wasn’t picked up until it was too late. He was truly an amazing man. Olympic triathlete, long distance runner, and swimmer. He could swim any length in ice-cold water or run a marathon in the snow; I thought he was invincible, and when I was directed to meet him and make a relationship, it didn’t take much for my mission to become sloppy.” She took a pause and asked for more water. I got the bottle, noticing my hands were shaking from her story. I eagerly anticipated hearing the next part of the tale.

She took another drink and continued. “I think I fell for the guy. We were together for seven years, and they were good years. I knew there was an end date to it all, but I never thought it would end like it did.” Tears fell down her face. “We were born to come to Earth and recruit people to our cause. We knew they were coming to take over the planet, and we’d seen it done to others before you. It was up to us to stop them, without them even knowing it. We brought a fail-safe device a long time ago, and eventually, they would make it here to take your planet from you. The bastards had no care about another race. We started off as a conquered race, when they came. It took many years for them to almost see us as equals. Thousands of years. Eventually, we were trusted enough to have ships of our own, and one of the first things we did was head to livable planets to help them. Instead of just telling our spouses the true story and risking blowing the cover, we figured the best way was to find partners we could trust and leave them the information they needed to save your world.”

“Why didn’t you guys just find people in Peru or close by to make it faster and easier?” Ray asked, eyes wide.

“This world is poison to us. The closer to the equator we get, the sicker we become. We basically have an expiration date, and the ring around the center of the world advances the decline of our limited lives. We really aren’t sure why, but it has something to do with the air and the planet’s energy. You all saw it with your other halves. They couldn’t survive, but we had hoped this event would happen while they were still around. We guessed wrong by about three years.”

“This is a lot to take in. Would you be okay if you headed back north?” I asked her.

“It’s too late. I’m in this and committed to see it through. I want to see every last human back on the planet, and my race will have helped one world.”

“So what’s next? What...are you?” Mary asked.

“We’re close to humanoid by your definition. This body is a mix of both DNA’s. By all physical observations, we appear fully human, but on a molecular level, we’re something else. We also have much different cognitive functions. We don’t taste well, and our eyesight is highly elevated over humans’. I was raised in a lab light years away and brought here with the others ten years ago.”

This was crazy. I had to know something else. “How many of you were brought here ten years ago?”

“Almost a hundred around the world. Most didn’t survive long. Some of us were more immune to the planet than others. I have every reason to believe I’m the last remaining alive.”

“So how does this device actually work?” I asked, trying to not sound accusing.

“I have no idea. Our jobs were to reel the assets in to our cause; have them fall in love and be willing to do anything in our name, once we were gone and the invasion began. All I know is it will bring them back, whether it’s through some sort of teleportation, or whether they’ll be lowered slowly via green beams from the massive ships they’re currently occupying. From what I understand, the invaders beam them up and there they sit in containment cells, presumably in a coma-like state until later.”

I didn’t want to ask, but Mary beat me to the question anyway. “What’s later?”

“In our planet’s case, they waited about a week, and did tests on our race while everyone was under. They kept five percent alive. The others they destroyed,” Vanessa said, before breaking into another coughing frenzy.

My breath caught in my throat and I thought I might be sick. A ship full of humans up in space, and only five percent were going to make it. I found myself praying to a God I wasn’t sure existed, for the sake of humanity.

“We’re nearing a week. We have to get to this damned device now.” Mary got up and helped Vanessa to her feet. Ray stood looking bewildered. We got Vanessa back to her seat and gave her another bottle of water, where she pulled a couple pills from her breast pocket and downed them.

“Helps the pain,” she said.

I saw something glimmer behind some bushes, and when I pulled a branch back, I spotted the main door into the guard station. I tried it and found it unlocked. From there, I searched for a way to release the gates. I didn’t find one, so I hopped into one of the camo Jeeps sitting idly by and ran through one a way down from the van. It did the intended job, and we now had a way to get through.

From the window, I tossed Ray the van keys. “You guys follow behind me. I’ll take this bad boy in case we hit some rough terrain. Then we can all hop in here. I’m pretty sure this thing will climb a mountain if I ask it to.” I really just wanted some alone time after being jammed in with someone every step of the way. Carey ran over and barked at the door. I opened it and he hopped in, giving me a sloppy kiss on his way to the passenger seat.

Mary looked my way as she got into the van and gave me a light smile and a nod. What we’d just heard was heavy stuff, and we were on a deadline now. I wished Vanessa had just told us the truth from the get-go, but I could understand her reluctance.

The Jeep had the T-top off, and warm air rushed through my hair as I drove down the main road, which was mostly paved, but free of lines and shoulders like the ones we were used to back at home. There were a few cars lined up to get into Panama at the time of the taking, but we were able to maneuver around them with ease. I checked my watch and it was three PM, so we really only had a good three or so hours before the sun went down; less if we were in a mountain range by then.

Two hours passed by with nothing but the sound of Carey panting and the hum of the Jeep’s large tires on the road. “Dean, come in,” the radio crackled.

I grabbed it with my right hand, pressed the button, and brought it to my face. “Roger. I’m here. Over.”

“I think we better stop soon. I don’t think Vanessa is going to make it.” Mary sounded worried.

We were coming up to the entrance to the mountain range, and sunlight was limited. “Mary, can we see if we can just make a few more miles to get into the valley before dark? We need to get as far as we can. Over,” I said into the radio.

“Okay. She says to keep going too. See you in a little bit…Over.” The pause made me feel she had more to say, but maybe couldn’t under prying ears.

As I approached the foothills, I saw that there were no lanes cutting through the two peaks ahead. Instead, the road just started to elevate. “Mary, any chance that GPS shows a better road into the valley? I have a bad feeling this one just goes up and around the nearest mountain. Over.” I waited a moment, slowing down in case we had to make a turn soon – or turn around.

“Negative. This is the way. There’ll be a lot of switchbacks coming up. Just take your time. I think we’ll be through it with enough light, and then maybe we can stop for the night. Everything goes well tomorrow, and we get an early start, I think we’ll reach our destination tomorrow. Over.”

Tomorrow. I was so excited and nervous at the same time about getting to the device and deactivating it. What would happen? Would everyone go back to the place they were beamed up from? Would they all go to the center of Russia? I blinked and had a vision of half the population being transported back, but into the ocean by random draw.

“Okay. Follow me at a safe distance and let me know if the van is too tough to drive on these narrow roads. Over.”

Carey watched me as he lay down with his face between his paws on the front seat. I wondered if he thought of Susan, his mom, on this trip. Did he go to sleep picturing her rubbing his belly or feeding him a treat? I reached over and scratched his ear, and was rewarded with a soft groan.

I was really going to miss him when this was all over. Maybe I was being a little presumptuous about the end of whatever this invasion was being near, but I felt in my gut that we were almost done with it.

Turning my attention back to the road, I could feel the humidity rising as we rose in elevation; large green-leaved trees surrounded the narrow road. After ten minutes of driving at a high grade upwards, and two ear pops, I plateaued and came over a wooden bridge. Then it all opened up in front of me. I could see the winding road down the hill and into the valley. It looked like a hundred-mile asphalt snake, winding its way southwards, pointing me to my destination. It was beautiful.

The sun was behind the mountain range to the west and we would be out of light before we knew it. I kept driving, the van following behind, until I wound halfway down the mountain side road. There were no guard rails anywhere, and a few times I caught myself peeking down the ridge into oblivion as we went into the valley.

“We’d better stop. Light’s almost gone and not only do we not want headlights bringing attention to us, Ray doesn’t want to be driving this thing over the side. Over.”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll pull off the road ahead.” I noticed they had already pulled to the side. I was watching the rear-view mirror and when I looked forward, there it was. A ship hovered there, a horrifying game of chicken in play. It was smaller than the ships we’d seen in New York and cutting up the world on the trip south, but mostly the same shape. I twitched and panicked. What to do? I saw the look on Mary’s face in the van. They hadn’t been moving, so more than likely, the ship had only seen me. Conflicting debate ran through my head faster than I’d have thought possible. I went with my gut. Seconds after I spotted the ship, I hit the gas, racing down the hill. It followed me.
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Gravel spun under my tires and flung behind me as I tore down the mountain. Carey was sitting up, scared by the movement and noises. The ship, silent as ever, followed me effortlessly. I knew I either had to hide somehow, or just keep driving until this thing blew me up. Either way, I hoped I’d been able to give my friends time to get away and keep themselves safe so they could complete the mission. Vanessa would probably be dead soon, so that left Mary and Ray to do the task. I had faith they could do it.

I must have driven two miles, my knuckles bright white as I clenched the steering wheel, racing in and out of corners, trying to keep on the road. The ship was there still, staying just behind and above me, always visible in my mirrors. No green lights shone out of it, and thankfully no red ones either.

The sun was going down, and I knew my chance would come in a few minutes. I saw a waterfall ahead to the southeast and made my stupid plan. If anything, I was sure I could at least distract them from the others for a while. I heard my radio crackle, but no voices came through. The radios were only good for a couple miles, and out here, surrounded by mountains, it was probably less than that.

We whirred around another bend and the Jeep drifted on the gravel, so close to the edge I almost drove off the path. With a pounding heart, I saved it and kept going down the road, end in sight. As the last rays of light crossed over the mountains, I killed the lights and threw the e-brake on, turning to the waterfall. Before the car stopped, I opened the door and ran for the water. I could hear Carey growling and following me. He soon passed me and we both jumped the ten-foot ridge into the cool water. With a glance back, I saw the ship stop and turn. There was no time to watch them. We swam, me quietly urging Carey forward. We only had thirty yards to cross before we hit the falls, and there I felt some rocks under my feet and planted them, picking up Carey and sliding us beside, then behind the falls.

Just as I hoped, there was a cavern behind them. I had visions of huge snakes twisting towards us in the water, ready to asphyxiate us before swallowing us whole. How much worse could that be than alien death? Lucky for us, no snakes came out to greet us. The cavern was damp and muddy, but we clambered up and into it, Carey shaking off wildly and no doubt wondering what the hell I was doing to him.

My breathing was heavy and my heart banged in my ears, a real life tell-tale heart that I was sure the aliens could hear. Carey whimpered as we walked slowly into the dark space, where God knew what was hiding to devour us. I heard a voice calling out.

“Dean, don’t be afraid. We need to talk,” it said.

I crouched and moved toward the entrance, telling Carey to stay back. He seemed happy to listen. From here, I would have sworn that was the exact same man Vanessa had killed already. Did they all look the same? Maybe their human forms did. And why did they even look human? What did they really look like?

“You can’t turn the device off. It means the end of everything if you do. Come out and I’ll explain it to you,” he called. Damn right he’d explain it to me. With a laser to the head.

I sneaked back to where Carey was waiting, sure the alien hadn’t seen me, and walked deeper into the cavern. The man kept calling to me as I found a narrow passageway in the dark dirt-covered wall near the back of the cave. There was just enough room for me to squeeze through. I saw a crack of light a little way away and where there was light, there was freedom. With a little coercion I wasn’t proud of, I tricked Carey into following me with the promise of a bone that I didn’t have.

The voice was getting harder and harder to hear as we neared the opening back to outside. We would be on the other side of this small rock outcropping. I picked Carey up, pushed him out the hole, then jumped up, grabbed the edges of the opening, and hauled myself through. Carey rolled around, trying to get the mud off his body. We were both soaked, stinky, and covered in grime, but we had evaded him for the time being. I headed east by foot, and hopefully away from capture; the canopy of trees would cover us from above. I only hoped that my crazy stunt had allowed the others to go unnoticed by the ships, especially if there were more than one around.

I kept looking back and to the sky for signs of pursuit but relaxed a little bit when I didn’t see any. I really wished that I’d had the common sense to bring my knapsack into the Jeep with me. I had nothing with me. For a time, I wondered if I should return to the Jeep and see if I could find the group again, but for all I knew, the aliens were waiting for me to come back. So instead, I kept walking in the humid night, my shirt not getting any drier as we went. It felt like rain wasn’t far off, so I looked for some sort of shelter to stay under for a few hours.

I wandered for a while, and as the rain began to fall, I found a thick copse of trees with a large canopy of leaves above it. With no choice but to hope no wild animals had us on the menu, we hunkered down by a large tree trunk, only a small amount of rain creeping through to splash us. Carey snuggled in close, and I could feel his stress. I’m sure he was picking up on mine; it was probably radiating from me in waves. At some point, I dozed off, and when I came to, Carey was almost on top of me snoring away, and the first bits of light were showing to the east. It was time to keep going, and hopefully, meet up with Mary, Ray, and Vanessa along the way.

We stretched and got to our feet, both taking the time to relieve ourselves by a tree. Two wild animals in the jungle. Carey looked up at me, no doubt wondering why I wasn’t feeding him. My stomach growled at the thought of food, and we set off looking for the road and some fruit if we were lucky. I used the rising sun to direct me south. I was never the best outdoorsman, but I could build a decent fire and find basic directions. We walked through the morning mist for a mile or so before we meandered to the road.

Just as I’d given up on finding any sort of food source nearby, there stood a huge mango tree, heavy with fruit. I laughed out loud and ran over to the great tree, squeezed one of the mangoes and plucked a ripe one. I used my teeth to peel the first bit, then went into it with my somewhat clean hands. Carey sat by me, instantly knowing it was food in my possession. He took the first piece hesitantly and dropped it a couple times before deciding it was palatable enough. I almost forgot what I was even doing here, but with some food in my belly, it became clear again. I snagged as many mangoes as I could hold and we headed down the road at a brisk pace. I was sure we would come across a car soon. This area seemed to be sparsely populated, but there would be a village somewhere nearby. And where there was a village, there would be cars.

The sun was over the mountain peaks when we came upon a beat-up truck. The black paint was rusted through around the wheel wells and the windshield looked like it was held together by luck alone. I got into the truck and fired it up; the engine came to life and sounded better than I thought it would. Carey sniffed around the seats like a hound on a mission. I understood. The cab smelled quite bad, like rotten onions, but when I couldn’t quickly find the source, I rolled the windows down and took off. My first mission was to go back and see if there was any chance the group was still at the top of the valley. I kept a close eye on the sky for ships as I made my way back. Time was pressing and I hated having to backtrack. I really dreaded the idea that I might have to finish this task all alone. I was worried about Mary and Ray, and wondered if Vanessa was still with us.

When I got to the top, the tour van was still there, but devoid of my friends. I grabbed the few supplies they’d left behind: a knife in the glove box, a bottle of water under the driver’s seat, Carey’s food. After giving the dog some food and water, I took a swig myself and decided to keep going with the truck. It had far more fuel and I had no siphoning gear with me. What had happened to them?

Did they stay hidden, then walk to get another car? Or did the ship come back and find them? With a heavy heart, I headed back down the road I had skyrocketed down last night, racing from the ship following. I passed the waterfall spot and saw the Jeep off to the side. I kept driving. It was just before nine as I moved down the mountain road, now leveled off and smooth going. I knew there had to be some ships looking for me, but I had no choice but to keep moving. Colombia was a large country, and I was still close to four hundred miles from the Peru border. At that moment, it felt really far, and going to it alone was devastating. I tried to see if I could spot any dust on the road ahead but couldn’t see any sign of another vehicle from here.

The roads were empty, and I pushed the hunk of junk truck to its limits. I had it up to fifty-five miles an hour as Carey and I cruised down the road. We kept that pace for an hour or so before we came up to a roadside village. I slowed as we approached a little one-pump gas station. The pump was an ancient-looking guy, and when I tested it, gas flowed out. Some of these towns were off the grid, so they would have things to accommodate that. I filled the truck, and after pilfering something to eat and some water from the tiny shop, we were back heading south. I didn’t have a map with me, but I knew the general direction and was confident I wasn’t going to get lost.

The next two hours were much of the same thing. Beautiful countryside, tropical plants everywhere. The humid heat kept my shirt plastered to my skin and Carey panting almost non-stop. I made sure to keep us hydrated. We shared a mango; this time, I had a knife to cut it as I drove. Carey now had a taste for the smooth juicy fruit, and he eyed me as I handed him a piece of it. When I checked the time, it was two in the afternoon and I figured I was still a hundred miles from the border.

The mountains were more like foothills now, and it had been a while since those dramatic elevation changes that caused my ears to pop. Carey and I were making good time, but I had to wonder if I would catch up to Mary soon. Unless they were cruising down at seventy, I should have found a sign of them by now. Then it dawned on me that they might have backtracked and taken a less direct way in order to avoid the ships detecting them. That’s if they weren’t caught when I raced down the hillside road like a lunatic. Maybe if I’d just stayed with them...no, I knew that would have just gotten us all caught or killed.

Machu Picchu was seven hundred miles away, with some potentially rough terrain ahead. Peru was another tropical and bumpy sort of country. Not only that, I didn’t have the GPS with me and was going from memory for the most part. I would stop at a gas station somewhere and hope they had a map of the country or something to help me along if I needed it. I tried to do the math and figure it out. Seven hundred miles, at an average of fifty miles an hour, would put me at fourteen more hours. I had about five hours of driving light left today, so if I started out at five in the morning, I could be there tomorrow at two in the afternoon. That said, I knew I would have to take surprises into account. Any number of things could happen to me between now and then: tire blowout, road block, ships attacking me.

Since I was just driving and getting a little unsettled, I needed something to occupy my racing brain. I knocked off the average speed to thirty miles an hour and calculated the time to Machu then. Twenty-three odd hours, with five today and a five AM start tomorrow, put me arriving there in the dark. Not only that, but Machu was a way up from the town. There was going to be some all-terraining combined with some serious hiking to get there. Best case, I was walking up the hill there tomorrow night. More likely, I was still a day and a half from reaching the device to turn it off. My palm itched at the thought, but I didn’t scratch it. There was nothing I wanted more than ending this crap, but the closer I got, the farther away it felt.

Carey stuck his head to the window crack I’d left open and his drool strung out behind us. I laughed and he seemed to think it was funny too, judging by the dog smile he showed me. It was hot; had to be over ninety degrees as the sun beat down on the roof of the rust-bucket I was driving. Gas was getting low as we cruised to the Peru border. As soon as I saw a “Twenty Miles from Peru” border sign, the engine made an awful noise, one of those sounds you know there’s no coming back from. Black smoke rose as the engine sputtered to non-functioning. By instinct, I pulled to the side of the road, even though I wasn’t going to impede anyone’s driving.

“Well, there’s another setback, Carey.” He looked at me sideways. “First we lose our friends, sleep under a tree, and then I blow up a truck. I bet this thing hasn’t hit fifty-five in a long time, and I ran it pretty hard today. Probably hasn’t had an oil change since the eighties.” I didn’t even bother opening the hood. Not only did I hardly know my way around under there, I knew I wouldn’t be able to get it going again. I did dump one of my water bottles on the engine to cool it, but quickly stopped as I realized it was making more smoke and wasting my hydration.

I grabbed our supplies, throwing a portion of Carey’s food into my sack, and we left the truck on the road, smoldering in the heat.
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The heat was getting to be too much for both of us, and after walking for fifteen minutes in the middle of the road, I moved to the side of the road where the large-leafed trees provided shade. We had to find a vehicle soon. This road wasn’t a super-used one, obviously, but someone had to be out here.

I wondered about how the ships dealt with isolated places like this. I bet there were people in the world who had no idea the ships were even here until they were being whisked away, green light summoning them into the sky. It would have been so frightening, almost worse than knowing. I also was sure that more than a handful of people had died of heart attacks when they were taken. What a horrible way to go. And what about the people in hospitals, or the ones whose lives depended on medical equipment or pills?

James’ face flashed into my memory and I missed him dearly. My closest friend, the one guy who truly seemed to understand how much Janine had meant to me. I could still hear him calling to me as he floated out of my house.

I would bring him back if it was the last thing I did. That was a promise to him. I couldn’t save him then, but I could bring my buddy back, along with my mother and everyone else.

Pwwwwing! A tree shot bark out behind me, as I heard the echo of a gun down the small valley we were in. Carey perked up and growled, his hackles raised like a cat on the prowl. I looked for the source of the shot but couldn’t see anything. I wasn’t sure what to do. Run? Drop to the ground? Head into the trees?

Pwwwing. Another tree, this time closer. I figured the aliens weren’t using rifles to shoot at me, so I took a gamble. I raised my hands in the air, and walked to the middle of the road, out in the open.

“I’m not armed! Why don’t you come out and we can talk this over?” I called out, hoping that whoever was firing at me could hear me, and wanted to speak face to face.

My heart raced in my chest and sweat ran down my face as I anxiously waited to hear a reply or get shot for my trouble. Wouldn’t that be the way to go? Travel halfway around the world to get shot in the middle of the road, miles from the Peruvian border. I moved to wipe the sweat from my face.

“Stay right there! Don’t move!” a rough, slightly accented voice exclaimed.

I tensed and raised my arms straight in the air. Carey was barking loudly and pacing back and forth between me and the voice. He was trying to protect me. If I didn’t fear for my life, I would have petted him and thanked him for caring so much.

“My arms are up,” I said as two bodies came from the trees on the other side of the road. The man was huge, sleeveless vest revealing tree-trunk-sized arms. The woman was petite but dangerous-looking. Her steps were measured and sleek, like an animal’s.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“I’m Dean. Dean Parker from upstate New York.” My arms were still high in the air, a gun still pointed at me. The woman was carrying a handgun. These folks looked like the real deal, like who the rebel faction really wanted to have turn the device off. Compared to them, Carey, Vanessa, Ray, and I looked like the peewee team. Mary could have stood with them, though. I hoped I wasn’t going to get shot before I could tell Mary how I felt. The memory of her lips touching mine, albeit for a brief second, was enough to keep me going.

“Dean, hey? Are you alone?” he asked.

“Just me and the dog, Carey.” Carey had stopped barking, but he stood angrily at my feet, and I doubted he would take his eyes off the targets for a minute.

They walked up to me, and the woman came close and patted me down. She nodded at him and he lowered the gun from my face. I dropped my arms and felt the urgent tension leave my body for a moment. The heat and fear took over and I stumbled, almost passing out. Black spots danced over my eyesight, and the man stuck his hand out and steadied me. Great, I made myself look even more like a wiener next to this monster of a man. I guessed seeming even less harmful was a way to be nonthreatening. I tried to tell myself that lie, but even my dizzy conscience wasn’t buying it.

“I’m Magnus. This is Natalia. I didn’t think I would ever see another person again. I definitely wasn’t expecting to see one walking alone with a dog, like he was on a stroll. What’s your story, fella?”

He had a slight accent and I was putting him as a Scandinavian. His light skin had a tinge of red from the sun out here. Natalia was clearly Russian, or at least Eastern European. I saw the ring on Magnus’ pinky finger, green stone tiny against his meaty hand. Natalia noticed me looking and she pointed to her ears; both had green stone earrings in them.

I pulled out my chain and showed them the pendant. They both smiled and Magnus came in and hugged me, like I was his long-lost brother.

“It is good to meet you, Dean. It’s been a long few days, and it’s really nice to see another who is joining us on our struggle. Come. We have a Jeep just a little way down. We’ll share what we have and tell our stories to each other,” he said, already moving and waving for me to follow.

I had no idea what to think about the pair, but I was on their team now.

I grabbed my knapsack and offered them a mango. Natalia accepted with a graceful nod of her head, and she was peeling the skin off with a knife that hadn’t been in her hand only a moment before. I hoped I was on the same side as these two.

Their Jeep was indeed close by and in minutes we were heading down the road, Carey hesitantly sitting in the back with Natalia, quickly warming to the woman who was scratching him behind the ears.

Magnus had insisted I sit up front with him to share stories. I asked for theirs first, just to make sure it all added up. Vanessa had turned out to be something we hadn’t expected, and these two almost-too-perfect people could have been on the wrong side for all I knew.

“I’m from Sweden. Used to be a bodybuilder. Won some serious awards at it too. Before that I was a soldier. When I decided to get out of the show business, I realized I missed soldiering. There were a lot of causes out there that I felt were unjust, and I found a mercenary group who shared my ideals. Rolled with those guys for almost a decade. We didn’t fight too often, but mediated a lot of crap in Northern Africa and in the Middle East.” He turned his head to the left as he drove. “Killed when we had to kill. Anyway. One of our missions, we found a bunch of people in a container in Egypt. Half of them were dead, the other half scared out of their wits and starved. Natalia was one of them. I carried her out of that container; she weighed almost nothing. She hasn’t left my side since. Has never said a word, either. Isn’t that right?” He looked in the rear-view mirror and smiled at her. I saw her smile back, and for a minute, she let her hard exterior soften.

“How did you get the anti-alien beam gear?” I asked, truly curious. Their story was quite a lot different than any of ours over in the States. Of course, there would be others on the same mission from around the world. Maybe we would even get close only to have someone beat us to the punch. I realized I would be okay with that. I sure wasn’t doing this for the glory.

He smiled. “A few years ago, we had two people contact us to join the group. They came with glowing recommendations from the British army. A man and woman, both strong as oxen. We let them in and they proved to be invaluable. They got us out of some tight situations and were quite often great at negotiating out of other situations that should have gotten sticky. We grew very close, like a big family. Natalia here trained so hard with us, and she became one of our own. More deadly than most...a hunger to prevent the darkness of her life from becoming anyone else’s path.”

He paused and took a drink of water; beads of sweat dripped down from his close-cropped hair. “Our new friends each got sick. Really sick. The woman was dead a few months later; the man not far behind. He asked for Natalia and me to come to the hospital to see him, just the two of us. He told us a tale of such imagination, either he was an author, or it was true. I’d felt betrayed, but days later, I felt I understood his reluctance to tell us from the start. They were recruiting people around the world. He said some were doing like them, getting into groups like ours, or the military. Others were recruiting by marrying prospective targets. I imagined any betrayal I’d felt would be so far amplified for those who had married someone to find out they were being used.” He paused and looked at me, unsure which side of the fence I was sitting on.

“Go on,” I urged instead of answering his questioning eyes.

“Sure. So he told us about the device that they’d planted all those years ago, and how it was the only chance humans had of survival. That if we brought them back, the race would leave us, looking for easier plunder.” Another drink of water. “I don’t feel like we’re getting the full story here. Either these guys recruiting us were just naïve, or what? Say this device does bring back our people. What then? The invaders just leave us be? Maybe they don’t have any weapons.”

“Oh, they have weapons. One of the ships ripped a massive trench across the landscape for miles to slow us down. A red beam, the same size as their green abduction ones, shot out and destroyed the ground on touch,” I said.

His eyes went wide. “You’ve seen ships since that first day?” He sounded like it was impossible.

“Yeah, a few times. It was like they were hunting us from the start. I saw them in New York, then the lasers outside of Washington. I swear they were there when we got hit by a storm in the sailboat.”

“Sailboat? I can’t wait to listen to your story. We didn’t know they were here still. Honestly, we’ve been moving as fast as we could. We had to come from Russia, and have been on a full tilt, twenty-four-hour schedule to get here. Took copter as far south as we could go, then a damn boat across the ocean non-stop to Colombia. Just landed last night and here we are,” Magnus said.

Without the worry about being spotted by the ships, they made it all the way from Russia in four days’ time. I was impressed by their ingenuity. They were obviously good choices for recruitment.

“You may have been lucky, then. I was with my group until yesterday. I was in the lead with Carey in my own Jeep, and a ship hovered directly before me. I didn’t think it spotted them, since they were just another stopped van on the road. I bolted and drew its attention away for a while. I went back the next day and the van was still there, but they weren’t. I’m hoping they kept going and was thinking I might be able to catch up,” I said, the words sounding desperate as they left my mouth.

We arrived at the Peru border, and it was larger than the Panama one. Cars were parked everywhere, and the pass was open. There was a small town on the other side. Magnus elected to push the cars out of the way where needed. The Jeep had a large grill bumper and I was surprised to see how easily we made it through. Where I would have tried to get around, a big man like him just pushed his way through.

“Tell us your story, my friend,” Magnus prompted.

I started from the beginning. About the day the ships arrived, my adventures to get the pendant; about James and being left alone. I told them how I went and got Carey from Susan’s house, and I noticed Carey look at me when I said his name in the story. I added the parts about Janine, her getting sick, and the deathbed promise I made. I kept some of it private; moments between me and my wife. I went on to my challenges of getting into New York, Yankee Stadium, then finding Ray near Central Park. Magnus seemed surprised by the bank’s safety deposit box. He said he knew the details of the location already, trusted to them by their friend before he died.

This irked me a little, that Janine didn’t feel she could tell me everything, but maybe I would have forgotten the details, or just not followed through. I told them about hearing someone on the CB radio and eventually meeting up with them. I retold the rope story, trying to pull Ray up, and Natalia’s eyes were wide as I shared the story about Vanessa sniping that man down at the pier. Then I talked about the boat, the storm, and landing in Panama. From there we caught up to the ship finding us on the road, and my racing down the mountain with a ship in tow.

“And then I found you,” I finished.

“That’s quite the story, my friend. You’ve been through a lot. What of Vanessa? You’re saying she is one of them? An alien?” he asked.

“From what I understand, she’s a hybrid born in a lab. They all were, even my wife, I suppose. They were bred to be able to live on Earth for a time period and recruit people to help. Vanessa told us that something about the equator was poison to them. Their job was to get people invested enough to save. She said there were around a hundred of them brought here close to a decade ago.” The thought that my wife had been one of these hybrids really hadn’t sunk in until I said it aloud.

I think Magnus could see the pain, and he patted me on the arm with his right hand. “It’s okay, Dean. It’s all about the greater good here now. You were chosen to help save the planet.”

Should I tell him? I wasn’t sure. I did anyway. “I wasn’t the one,” I said quietly. “He was a military guy. She was meeting him on a blind date that night at the Boathouse when I met her. She chose me, I suppose, but they didn’t.”

He smiled to this as we drove through the small town. “That’s even better. She did love you and gave her life to save our planet. Will you do the same if you have to?” he asked as he stopped the Jeep.

Would I? My thoughts went back to my instincts to save the others when the ship surprised us, and I realized that I was ready to give everything up to help them and to save the world.

“Yes, I will.” The words came out louder than I’d intended.

“Good. Let’s get some supplies and gas while we’re here. I have a siphon pump kit in the back. Do you mind? Natalia and I will grab some food. Anything in particular you want?”

I got out of the Jeep and Carey hopped over the console and onto the seat I had been occupying. “Anything but mangoes,” I answered with a laugh.

They headed to a small market and I ran the siphon line from a car beside our Jeep. In a couple minutes, fuel was transferring through the tube, and I hit the valve as soon as some gas dripped back and down the side of the Jeep. Carey was nowhere to be seen.

“Carey!” I called out. He didn’t come running to me; no bark to tell me where he was. I packed up the hose in its bag, sealed it, and put it back into the Jeep.

“Carey, where are you?” Still nothing. I glanced back to the market, and Magnus and Natalia wandered around filling up paper bags. The street was dusty, vendors’ carts lining the side of the street. They would be used to tourists coming from Colombia into Peru, and here they sold maps, magnets, authentic Peruvian food, and anything else you could think of to make money. Peru’s flag waved all over the place too, two solid vertical red stripes separated by a white stripe in the center.

I crossed the street, wondering if Carey had found some sort of food source, but he wasn’t behind any of the food carts either. I heard a distant bark down the road, and that turned into a cacophony of barks from all around the small town. No doubt there were countless outdoor dogs around here. I only hoped we could get their owners back soon, and that they all had a water source. But that first bark had sounded distinctly like my little friend.

The side street was littered with overflowing garbage bins, and a grease bin from the restaurant out front. I heard his bark again and called out to him, jogging down the cramped alleyway. My shirt was already unbuttoned, and still it was stuck to me everywhere. The heat was getting to me and I wished that the dog could have just stayed put.

I heard something behind me. Footsteps. I turned and heard more steps come from where I’d just been. I was surrounded. They looked just like the man who’d been shot at the pier by Vanessa: identical twins. The man at the waterfall, who’d called to me after chasing me down in his smaller ship, looked just like them too. Maybe one of these was that man. They were tall and thin, with matching brown hair that looked like wigs. It was a seriously peculiar sight.

Carey growled as he ran to my feet and lifted his paws up onto my thighs. I scratched his head and looked up at the men. They hadn’t said anything yet, but they both raised their hands in an attempt to show a calming demeanor. Whether they were trying to tame me or Carey was unclear.

“Mr. Parker, we aren’t here to hurt you. Quite the opposite,” the first one said.

“My friends are going to come find me, and they have big guns.” The threat sounded weak as I said it.

“You can’t turn that device off. It will doom your planet. We want to help you,” the second one said, in the same voice as the first.

“How will it doom us?” My voice felt shaky as I asked. Both other cases of seeing these guys, they had started to say much the same. It was time to hear them out.

The first one paused as if to weigh his words and choose them carefully. “Janine was one of us, Dean. She stood against them. That device was indeed planted here centuries ago, by us. That much is true. But it is not a device to bring your people back. It is there to stop the Kraski from setting foot on your planet.”

“What the hell is a Kraski?” I asked, pulse racing.

“Kraski are a species from far away. They take over planets, expanding their reign of the universe. The half-breeds probably told you a story about the planet being poison to them. That’s only true because of the device being on. Janine and the others were created with human DNA and bred to fulfill the Kraskis’ motives. They’re a patient race. The plan has been in the works for a long time.”

My mind was reeling from this information. Were they telling me the truth? They seemed to know who I was, and who my wife was. But Vanessa’s story was so compelling. Was she using us to meet the Kraskis’ needs?

“So, what...the Kraski convince loved and loyal ones to turn this device off for them after they beam the people off the planet?” What this meant for Earth just crossed my mind. “This means there’s no way to bring everyone back, is there?” I could tell from the looks on their faces I’d hit the nail on the head.

“Not the way they told you, Dean. But there is a way. Don’t tell anyone about us yet. Get to the device first. You can’t let the others turn it off. All hope is lost if this happens. And keep an eye out for infiltrators. You never know who has been turned, and who you can trust.” They twisted and started down the alley, running away from us. The first one stopped and called to me. “Don’t tell anyone about this. We’ll be there when you need us.” And with that, they were gone down another alley.

Minutes passed and I just stood there sweating, my head aching from the heat and the news I just heard. Voices started calling for me, and Carey ran down the road, back toward the Jeep.

“Come on,” Magnus called. “Quit messing around; we have time to make up.”

I followed him back to the vehicle and got in, keeping my silence. The whole time I was wondering if I should tell the big man about the twins I spoke with. Don’t tell anyone about us yet. I didn’t know why, but for some reason, I heeded their advice.


EIGHTEEN

“What would you like? We have dried meats; a jerky of some kind. Maybe alpaca?” Magnus shrugged. “It’s Peru. We also grabbed a variety of fruit, but you’ve had some of that today.”

I spotted some bread, butter, and cheese. It looked so good at that moment, but my stomach was feeling extra heavy after the conversation I’d just had. Hunger for some good food won the quick battle. I grabbed my pocket knife and went to town on a sandwich, whipping one up for the others too. There I ate what I claimed to be the best post-invasion sandwich the world had ever seen.

The terrain was beautiful here and we moved down what must have been a secondary road, with few cars sitting on it. We kicked up dust as we made for the southern part of Peru. Grass greener than any I’d seen before scoured the landscape for miles, and we laughed when we saw the alpaca roaming on the hills beside us.

“You were right, Magnus. Unless those are llama. Then you’re so far off it’s not even funny.” I even said it with a straight face. I glanced back to Natalia and got a scowl for my trouble. Not only did she not talk, apparently her funny bone was malfunctioning too. I let it slide, knowing what horrors she must have been through. I gave her a soft smile and started to turn back. Carey was staring at his new friend in the rear seat, and I saw her give him a piece of meat and a pet. She did have the ability to melt the ice on occasion. I wondered if she and Magnus were more than friends, and felt a moment of jealousy that they got to go through this quest with someone they knew before it all happened.

“You okay there?” Magnus asked, and I realized I was sitting staring out the window with a half-eaten sandwich in my hand.

“I’m good. Just a lot to think about,” I replied, wishing I could share the burden I had pressed upon me back in town.

“Why Machu Picchu? Kind of a messed-up place to put some crazy alien device, don’t you think?” he asked.

“It actually makes a lot of sense, if you think about it. It’s one of those bizarre phenomena. They think the Inca built it for some emperor or something. Maybe he was really one of those hybrid guys and his magic, or technology, made them think he was a god. Also makes sense to put it somewhere it’ll be protected. Do you think any group of fanatics could go up there unnoticed? Probably not. Not a busy tourist destination that you can’t desecrate. Although they claim to have put it there hundreds of years ago. If by ‘hundreds,’ they meant the fourteen hundreds, then that would put it spot on with the building of the mountaintop city,” I guessed.

“How do you know so much about it? All I knew was the picture I once saw on a calendar.”

“Bit of a History Channel buff.” He looked at me sideways. “I know. I haven’t got out much the past couple years.”

Natalia tapped Magnus on the shoulder and passed him the GPS unit she had in the back with her. She pointed to the map and he veered off after a few minutes.

“That should take us around the next valley and save us some time. Thanks, Nat.” He winked through the rear-view mirror at her.

“What do you figure, Magnus? We have about two hours of light left now. I know you guys have been going through the nights, but do you think it’s more dangerous now?” I asked, trying to see where his gut was at. I wanted to get there tonight to see if we had any sign of Mary, Ray, or Vanessa.

“I have yet to see a ship, and we’re making good time. Have about what, three-fifty to go here?” Natalia must have given him the nod from the back seat. “Thanks. Let’s do it. Should get there by nine. With any luck, your buddies will already have arrived and we can do this thing. How do we get up to the top?”

“It’s so remote. Tourists usually take a train to this little town, Aguas Calientes; from there it’s up the mountain via switchbacks. We researched this...or Vanessa had researched this. If it’s raining, they say the roads can be treacherous. Hence the trains are the most used way to get there.” I was surprised they didn’t have any of this information. “Didn’t you guys know where this thing was? I thought your buddies told you all of this.”

He looked a little ashamed. “They told Natalia and asked her not to tell me until it happened. Really doesn’t make a lot of sense, but I guess they didn’t want anyone to go early, tamper with it, and maybe break something?”

A lot of things weren’t making sense to me. On one hand, Vanessa told us that they were brought here to save the world. That the bad aliens, who remained nameless, were going to whisk us all away, kill the majority, keeping a handful as slaves. Like her people. But if they trusted her people so much, how had they planted this device and then come here to warn us?

Then I had the lookalike aliens, who claimed the Kraskis couldn’t survive because of the device they’d planted here in Machu Picchu, of all places, known for its speculation of being tied to aliens. They also told me Janine was in on it. Was that why she chose me instead? She picked a battle side and thought maybe that I would figure it all out? Did she have that much faith in me? Why hadn’t she just outright told me all about it?

I had far too many questions and none of the answers. The way Vanessa so coldly shot the first one, and the fact they did nothing to harm me each time I saw them. I just needed us to get there before the others, if there were others still, so I could try to make the right decision. All of the military, mercenary, air force, and engineers, and the accountant was the one who had the fate of the world on his shoulders. My head hurt. It felt like tax season.

“They told Natalia, assuming she wouldn’t tell anyone, hey?” I felt suspicious of everyone at the moment. Maybe I was the only one who was really human. Mary felt human, but so had Janine. “We’re woven deep into this web of mystery. Natalia, I’ll take another chunk of emu jerky, please.”

Magnus and I laughed as we cruised down the road in the Jeep, the sun sinking on our right as we went.

______________

For the first hour after the sun went down, Magnus accepted my suggestion of keeping the lights off, but as we got close to our destination, the terrain was terrifying at moments. The narrow roads often flirted with the edges of hills that turned into small mountains. It had recently rained, and everything was covered in a thick, gooey layer of mud. I had to ask that he slow down. “We need to make it there alive to do this,” I’d said.

At seven thirty, he put the lights on, and I was sure that it saved us a dozen times on the last stretch there. Natalia got him to change course, and everything looked great. Then the storm hit. Flash floods hit fast down there, and in mere minutes, not only could we hardly see out the Jeep’s windows, but the roads were washed out completely. We fought it for a while and tried to find routes to get us to the little town at the base of Machu, but it was hopeless.

Magnus pulled over and rested his head on the steering wheel. Carey whimpered in the back seat as lightning flashed, followed by the booming thunder, telling us we were close to the source.

“You said there were trains, right?” Magnus asked, looking excited.

“Yeah, right to town,” I said, picking up on what he was suggesting. “Natalia, can I see the GPS, please?” I asked, moving to the east to look for the tracks. There they were, heading from the northeast. “Looks like there’s a side road over there, back a couple minutes. It’s going to be a crapshoot heading down there in this storm, but I think we’ll intersect the train tracks a short way down.”

Magnus lifted his head from the steering wheel and slowly looked at me, his blue eyes intense even in the darkness. The Jeep was lit up by the glowing orange lights coming off the dashboard, and I felt the desire to scan the sky for a ship. Did they not know we were here? It seemed to me there were two sides, and they both knew exactly where the thing was. If that was the case, why wouldn’t they just blow the damn thing to smithereens?

“Let’s do it! Train tracks it is!” he shouted, throwing the Jeep into reverse. We splashed and slid down the muddy mess, making a sharp turn at the road that would lead us to the tracks. Lightning flashed a few times, and I saw how deep the water on the street really was. I said a little prayer that the lightning wasn’t going to hit the water and shock us. I couldn’t remember if that was an old wives’ tale or not, but I made sure I wasn’t touching any metal.

“I can’t slow down! I won’t be able to get started again in this mess!” Magnus yelled over the storm.

We raced down the road mostly blind, water beginning to seep in the bottom of the doors.

“We better get there soon, or we’re going to be stuck,” I shouted.

The tracks elevated slightly from the ground beside them, and the Jeep climbed the incline eventually after sliding down the slick, muddy hillside. Once on top, we stopped to regroup. The storm was still raging; raindrops the size of quarters were falling hard on the windshield.

“Here we are, Dean. On the tracks to our second-to-last stop before the big moment. There’s no turning back now,” Magnus said as he put it into drive. The ride was an extremely bumpy one, even with the twenty-two-sized tires and suspension on this beast. We bobbled up and down like marionettes, and it wasn’t the first time I’d felt like the aliens’ puppets today. I checked to see if Carey was okay, and he was firmly sitting in Natalia’s lap. It was quite the sight.

“What happens if there’s a train ahead?” I asked.

“We try to go around it. Should be simple. Let’s just hope there’s not, and if there is, that it’s firmly parked outside town so it won’t matter,” Magnus said.

Our headlights shone up and down in numerous directions as we jostled about on the wet tracks. The clouds made it pitch black out at this point, but there was no sense in worrying about the aliens seeing us. We were all in. Committed to the job.

I could tell we were climbing some elevation, as my ears popped. Lightning flashed and I looked out the window, to see nothing but a cliff beside us to the right.

“Whatever you do, don’t veer to the right. Straight down to Deathsville that way,” I said, trying to sound like I was calm, completely betraying the hysteria I was fighting inside.

The miles piled on, and my back was already sore from bouncing up and down. We had mainly been riding alongside the mountain for the past hour, and Magnus had slowed down a bit. The rain still fell, but not as ferociously as before; the thunder and lightning duo only came to visit every few minutes now. We slowed down, and my stomach sank. There was a train on the tracks, a few hundred yards in front of us.

“Is there anywhere to pass on the left?” I asked, hopeful.

“I think there might be, but it’s pretty steep over there too.” Magnus clenched his jaw.

“Options?”

“Not many. Go around, or we climb over it and start to hike. Not an idea I want to explore much further. If we were only ten miles, I might say it’s a good idea. I figure we have another fifty or so.”

We didn’t have the luxury of time. I needed to beat the others there. “We go around with the Jeep,” I said firmly. He nodded at me and pulled off the tracks. We instantly tilted to the left twenty or so degrees. We followed the train for a hundred yards, and then we saw something that was going to ruin our whole plan. The mountain jutted up, and the train was in a tunnel. There was absolutely no way around the thing now.

“Damn it!” he yelled.

I racked my brain for ideas, but nothing was coming to me. If we walked, we were committed to the tracks. If we went to find a road, they could all be washed out, and even if we found a car out in the middle of nowhere, we might not be able to get through.

Natalia drummed her fingers on the console between the front seats. We both turned to her, and she rolled her brown eyes at us, like we were so obviously missing something simple. I’d seen that eye roll before. It was saying, “Men!”

“What? Do you have some brilliant plan, lady?” Magnus asked her softly, like he knew a secret about her and didn’t want to share.

She just pointed at the train and got out of the Jeep.

“You heard the woman. To the train.” Magnus got out of the Jeep and started to take his gear out of the back. “You coming, or you just going to sit there and have a nap?”

Carey had already jumped out and was running around, getting soaked again. I guess he was in on the joke too. We were going to take the train there? It sounded kind of crazy, but maybe it wasn’t. I guessed that by remaining silent, Natalia had a lot of productive thoughts going on in that head of hers.

I got out and helped grab the rest of the gear. Natalia was way ahead of us, walking in the dark with a flashlight lighting her path. When we had everything we needed to bring, we followed her. Carey walked over to me and jumped on my leg with his wet paws. He looked happy, like he was on the biggest, most fun adventure of his life. I supposed we all were. I bet Carey couldn’t wait to get home and tell his mommy Susan all about it, if we could get her back along with everyone else.

“You ever driven a train before?” I asked the big Swede.

He shook his head. “Nope. I’ve driven a lot of things, but not a train. How hard can it be? You don’t even have to steer,” he said with a laugh.

“You have me there. If anything, we’ll show up in style.”

We approached the front cab of the train, and saw that Natalia was inside it.

“She doesn’t waste any time,” I said.

“Never has,” he replied and climbed up the steps to the doorway. The train was bright blue. I hadn’t been able to tell until we were right up close and I saw it in the flashlight beam.

“Nice looking train too. Looks brand new. Check out the cow catcher on this thing,” I said, nodding my approval.

“You’re some sort of train expert too, I take it?” Magnus asked.

“No. I was raised in farm country, and we had a lot of trains passing through when I grew up. My dad loved train sets and took me to some museums about them when I was little. I always laughed at that name. Cow catcher. I was sure they didn’t catch cows as much as kill them and toss them to the side. Probably more wild animals than cows too. I knew two people that were killed walking the tracks. Murray Lindberg died when I was in high school. He’d been listening to Guns N’ Roses on his Walkman at the time. My parents didn’t let me listen to Axl in the house after that, because the town called it devil worship. Sorry, I’m rambling.” I had no idea what drove me to go on like that, but maybe it was just the pent-up nervous energy I was harnessing.

We were in the cab now, and I was surprised by the amount of room in it. Natalia was looking around, and in a moment, she hit something, waited for the light to come on, and started the engine.

“Diesel, I guess,” Magnus commented.

“Think so. These days most are a hybrid of diesel and electric, and this thing looks new.”

When the train came to life, so did some small lights in the cab, and we could see around. Carey barked outside and I went back out into the rain, and we entered together on the car behind. The door pried open easily, and entered to see leather seats. There were even a few bottles of champagne sitting warm at a serving area. First class train ride in Peru. Things could have been worse, like me flying around the passenger seat of a Jeep in a storm.

The cars connected, and I knocked on the window when I found it locked. Magnus hit some lever and it opened. Carey ran right to Natalia and licked her hand.

“Nice arrangement back there,” I told them. “Nat, you think you can drive this thing?”

She looked back at me and smiled. Soon we were starting to move along, lights showing our path on the tracks.

“I guess that answers that,” I muttered, and Magnus slapped me on the back.

“You should see her fly a helicopter!” he barked, and had a good laugh at his own joke.

I was sure that Mary would have a fast friend in this Natalia if they got the chance to meet. I really hoped they would, and soon. Time was running out on us, if what Vanessa said was true. A week before they were to dispose of most humans, the rest to be slaves for eternity.


NINETEEN

We were cruising down the line on our way to Aguas Calientes. Lightning still flashed occasionally and I kept a watchful eye out the window, trying to see if I could spot a ship among the dark clouds. The train was moving at a good pace, and I was thankful we were almost at our destination. I walked toward the engineer’s room exit, the door sliding open as I moved in front of it. Carey trotted along beside me and we headed down the hall to a washroom. The lights came on automatically as I entered the single restroom. Carey stayed outside the door like a little police guard dog. I appreciated the love.

I looked in the mirror and saw myself more disheveled than I’d been in a long time. It brought back flashes of myself a week after Janny had died: me not showering, not shaving, and hardly eating. The similarities were there, but now I felt better than I’d ever felt before. I’d survived the loss of my wife, the loss of the whole world basically, and now I had a mission.

After scrubbing my face in the sink, I lathered up and did the best job I could to bathe in the sink. It wasn’t pretty, but in a couple minutes, I was smelling a lot better, and felt ready to make the trek. The deep bags under my eyes were still there, but I saw a little extra sparkle in them that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“Come on, Carey. Let’s find some food.” His ears perked up at this, and he had a little more jump in his tired step. We made our way down a couple cars, and there was a lounge. Behind the bar, I found some trays of food in the cooler. The temperature was still fairly cool in there. This state-of-the-art train had some good backup power. I found a still slightly chilled cheese and cracker tray, and grabbed two apples. I filled my bag with some more miscellaneous foodstuffs: granola bars, potato chips, and the ever popular peanuts and pretzel mix. I tore a bag open and gave Carey’s drooling mouth a few pretzels before finding a bowl and filling it with “mountain fresh” water. He slurped it up, and I loaded a few of those bottles into my now heavy pack.

“Come on, buddy. Let’s go share with the others,” I said.

As the door opened, I heard Magnus talking to Natalia. “Uhm, Nat, do you know how to stop this thing?” Magnus asked her.

I looked out the windshield and was shocked to see us already approaching the station ahead.

She just shrugged and pulled the throttle back in an attempt to begin slowing down. It wasn’t slowing us down fast enough. We were still cruising at twenty with the station coming up fast.

“Dean, any clue?”

I scanned for the brakes and didn’t find the lever I’d seen in trains when I was a kid. The old trains all had them, but I’d never been on one this new. For all I knew, there was an app that controlled the damn thing. The distance was closing quickly and I jammed at a button on the dash in a wild last-minute effort. A loud train-whistle sound bolted out of a horn, blasting our arrival to anyone within twenty miles. Cursing, I hit the button next to it, and we jolted forward as the emergency brake took hold. The brake grabbed the metal rails and slammed us forward, hard.

The car slid and scraped, and I picked myself up off the ground, rubbing my head where it hit the dash. We were going to hit! We all braced for the impact, and time paused as we were about to make impact. I looked at Natalia, who was now bleeding lightly from her forehead. Magnus’ face was scrunched up in an animalistic snarl. Then time started again and we smashed into the car on the tracks. The lights flicked off as we went tumbling. Thank God we found the e-brake, because we couldn’t have been going more than ten miles an hour when we hit.

I wiped the sweat off my forehead and leaned back against the wall. “Just like I planned it.”

“Yeah, Nat, next time we do take the copter. You know how to land one of those.” He placed his huge hand on her back and rubbed it lightly. He moved in close and whispered something in her ear. It was a tender, touching moment in this time of stress and pressure, and it reminded me of my wife, but this time a comforting reminder, not a desperate feeling of loss. Maybe all of this was making me grow as a person.

“Let’s get moving. Still a ways to go to get up to the top. And in the dark, no less,” I said, walking back to the second car and out the side entrance. My bag of food was heavy on my shoulder, but I was happy to have some rations again. There was a small fire at the front of the trains, and I thought about putting it out in case someone would see it from the sky. Then the urgency took over and I just wanted to get to the top to do what we had to do, if only I could determine exactly what that would be.

Carey and I looked for a vehicle to bring us to the top. I checked my watch; it was ten thirty. There weren’t many cars out here, but there were a few of the tourist vans and buses. I really didn’t think us driving a bus up the switchbacks was a great idea in the dark, especially when none of us had ever been here before. This wasn’t the way I’d wanted to come to this iconic place. Did aliens really build it? I doubted it, but now I did believe they might have had a part in its creation. I imagined an alien coming down, looking human in the fourteen hundreds. The people here were so isolated from the rest of the world at that time, he would have seemed like a god if he had shown them any sort of technology. They would have been astounded. That being said, they did seem to have advanced building techniques for the time. It also made me wonder about the rumors of aliens in Egypt, and what about Roswell? I had some serious questions for those twin guys...if I ever saw them again, and if I found out they were being truthful.

I turned on my flashlight and checked the first van. No keys. Checked the second. No keys, and it smelled like fish in there. I needed the third one to have some, or it was off to search the buildings for spare sets. I was in a hurry and didn’t think crawling around in the dark for keys was a good use of my time. Third van. No keys in the ignition, but when I was about to slam the door in frustration, I spotted something shiny in the cup holder. Bingo. I shooed Carey into the door and I got in and fired up the engine. It made some interesting noises, but I just needed the thing to get me to the top. I backed up and pulled over to the train, where the other two were waiting for us.

“Not the prettiest ride, but it should do the job,” I said as I got out and helped throw the few bags in the back seat. I took a handgun, made sure the safety was on, and tucked it in my pants.

“What are you expecting up there?” Magnus asked.

“Hopefully, nothing. But I don’t think it’s going to be that easy.” I was filled with so many questions, and I still had no answers. Was I going to turn the damn thing off? We had to find it first too. Did Mary, Ray, or Vanessa even make it there? Maybe they were behind us, trying to make it here themselves.

“If you’re bringing that, I’m bringing this.” He hefted out a semi-automatic with the firepower to take down more than an alien or two, if that was who we were going to be fighting.

Natalia grabbed one too, smiling at us. “She’s the happiest with a weapon in her hands. You have no idea how many times I’ve told her I’m thankful she’s on my side. Whatever we find up there, be glad you have us with you.” Magnus grinned back at her.

I wasn’t so sure. What if I told them we couldn’t turn this thing off? Would they just do it? Would they blink an eye at disposing of me to fulfill their dead buddy’s wishes? I had just me then. The gun sitting in my belt suddenly felt much heavier.

“I’m driving,” I said, and took the driver’s seat, Carey in the passenger seat beside me. The other two climbed into the back and rolled the windows down. The air was cooler in this part of Peru, especially with this high elevation. It was going to get much cooler as we climbed the switchbacks. The first few miles were fairly straight as we made our way in the dark down the road. I was extremely nervous, sweat dripping down my back despite the cool air blowing in through the windows.

“Looks like the climb starts just ahead. We’re so close I can smell it,” Magnus said, and I could almost hear his smile.

“How do you speak English so well? You are Swedish, right?” I asked, wondering why it took me this long to find it strange.

“I get that a lot. Actually, I speak five languages well, and a couple more are passable. I’m what you would call an army brat; dad ranked high, and we moved all around the world when I was young. I spent three years in Anaheim when I was eleven. I remember going with my dad to the beach, and there were those guys who always worked out at those outdoor muscle beaches. Something drew me to it, and that’s where I first got the idea to become a builder.”

As he spoke, I drove up the small sections of roads. They reminded me of seeing those horse trails on the sides of hills: grass worn out in paths carving up the hillside. It took me back to a trip to Montana when I was a kid, riding a horse for the first time. Now I was climbing a much larger, steeper hill in a van, carrying a gun, with a huge dilemma at the end of the road. As if to reiterate my fears, flashes of light crossed the sky, presumably from Machu Picchu.

“What was that?” Magnus asked from behind me.

“No idea. Maybe lightning again? No rain, though.” It caught me off guard, and I’m sure my voice cracked a bit. I didn’t think it was lightning. I thought it was coming from one of their ships. “I think we only have about five more miles to go,” I said, and kept driving in the dark, the dim headlights the only light on the narrow pathways. The van was groaning constantly now, its life probably hanging in the balance. I just wanted it to get us up top; we hadn’t seen any other vehicles on the way up so far, and I doubted we would.

“Is this bucket of bolts going to get us there?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but I hope so.”

We made it another mile before it crapped out, black smoke rising from under the hood. It gave a final gasp and lurched to a halt just as I turned up a sharp bend. This time it was me who rested his head against the steering wheel.

Light still shone from above, sometimes flickering. I knew we didn’t have much time to do whatever I was going to have to do. We needed to get up there quickly. I left my bag and began trekking up the road like a man on a mission. I could hear Magnus calling to me but didn’t have time to wait. I had no light to guide me, but the clouds had cleared up here, or we were now above them. I wasn’t sure. The beam from a ship shone down, giving me enough light to see the road, and I ran. I heard Carey catch up to me, and when he did, I got a little yip from him. I think he thought we were playing, and he raced past me, determined to win the race. My feet pounded the ground and I kept running.

I thought I heard a gunshot, but it could have been my imagination. I was picturing so many crazy things that might be happening up there that I didn’t know if it had really occurred. I must have run a mile when I started to breathe a little more heavily, my legs tight from sitting in cars so much for the past few days. Carey kept pace now, still eager to run alongside me up a steep mountain pass. His tongue hung out the side of his mouth by mile two, and I didn’t blame him. I think mine hung out for a while too.

I assumed the other two would catch up soon, but I must have been running like I’d never run before, because there was still no sign of them back there. I thought I heard my name being called but couldn’t be sure. I was in the zone, and just focused on getting to the top. If I still had the option, would I deactivate the device? Images of Janine flashed on the back of my eyelids every time I blinked. The first day we met at the Boathouse, the way she looked sitting there drinking a scotch, the archway behind her covered in twinkle lights.

I thought she might have been an angel, and I guess I’d been right that she wasn’t from this world. I saw her when I proposed to her, eating a bagel outside on the bench. It was our bench from then on. Our wedding day, standing in front of all our loved ones. She couldn’t have looked more beautiful than in that moment. There were so many days after that where I treasured her. That face was so ingrained in my mind. Our trip to Hawaii, skiing in Aspen, all memories, but gone for good. I remembered her face as I looked into her coffin. It wasn’t the same face I’d known all of those years, yet at the same time, it was. The little laugh lines by her mouth, the tiny birthmark above her lip...all telling me it was her. All of these hit me as I ran with everything I had to the top of the road. Tears streamed down my face, and I knew it wasn’t from the pain of the non-stop sprint I was on.

This was about to end one way or another. Either I was going to save the world or end it, and I had just enough guts to give it a try. I was slowing down as I rounded the final bend, and was on the last section of road leading up to the ruins of the Inca city. There was a car parked at the end of the lot, and a path leading up even higher. Carey stopped and fell to the ground, rolling on his side. He lapped at some water in a small pool on the road, and this time, I didn’t stop him. I had half a mind to join him, and instantly regretted not bringing my own water.

I searched the car and found a half-empty water bottle in the cup holder. I drank it without hesitation; not something I would normally do, but my lungs were burning and my legs aching from the few miles’ uphill run. My treadmill at home didn’t have incline quite this intense. I tossed the bottle to the car floor and initiated the trek to the city. I still couldn’t see much and crossed through a stone archway that led to a steadily inclining pathway. There was still an intense light ahead, but it was pointed away from me, so I stumbled a few times on rocks or steps that I couldn’t quite see.

Carey followed along again, stopping every now and then to drink from a puddle. He didn’t seem to mind the muddy water too much. “Almost there, little guy,” I said. His tail wagged at my voice.

I heard my name and saw Magnus and Natalia a few hundred yards behind. I kept going. I didn’t want them there to decide for me. I picked up the pace and began to move at a jog. My thighs fought me every inch of the way, but a few hundred yards of paths and stairs later, I entered the Incan city of Machu. Even in the darkness, it was beautiful. I finally had a vantage of what was going on. One of the ships was hovering near the ground at the far side; Wayna Picchu loomed behind everything like a gravestone in the dark. It was an eerie sight, making the hair on the back of my neck stand straight up.

Which aliens were here, the good ones or the bad ones? Not that I knew which side was which.

I walked toward it all and tripped on something. I fell and landed on my right elbow, pain exploding up my arm. I rolled to my side, and I was staring straight at a body.

It was Vanessa.

I rolled her to her back and checked for a pulse. Nothing. She’d been with us on this huge journey, and it was terrible to see her lying there. She was so small. If she was here, that meant... “Mary!” I called out. “Don’t do it!”

I reeled and ran to the ship. If the cheap tourist maps were accurate, they were over in the Sacred Plaza, an area that looked like a large room with parts of the wall missing and no roof. No doubt it had been a town square of some sort in the Incan times. I tried to take in everything I was seeing as I ran to them. The ship was there, with the two twins’ backs to me. I knew it was them just from the way they were standing. As I got closer, I saw Mary with a rifle aimed at them. Ray was nowhere in sight.

“Mary! Don’t do it! Not yet!” I yelled. She glanced at me and almost smiled through the terrified, angry look she was giving the aliens.

I passed by them, holding my gun in my hand. My elbow was aching, but at this point, so was the rest of me. I stepped between them and Mary. “Mary, hold on.” I tried to catch my breath. She looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “I think Heckle and Jeckle may be telling us the truth.” Images flashed in my mind. Janine and one of the alien twins, sitting at a table.

“It’s too late, Dean,” she said, lowering her gun. A bright orange light shone from behind the plaza’s largest wall. There was a crack in the foundation large enough for a man to fit through, and that was where the light emanated from. A whirring noise sped up and then slowed down, the light dimming with it. “Ray turned it off.”

The twins fell to their knees and yelled in anguish. Another ship came quickly from the sky, and now I could see the differences in them. These were slightly larger and had more of a curve, whereas the others were smaller and more linear. A red beam shot out of it and destroyed the ground around the twins. They disappeared down the crevice.

“We have to turn that thing back on! Now!”
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Five Years Earlier

My head felt so strange, and I wondered what she’d put in my coffee. This man had shown up at our house and Janine had instantly become nervous. I had never seen her like this before, and I didn’t like it one bit. She asked if we could talk in the kitchen and went to get us all some coffee. The man never said his name and our small talk went nowhere. I asked him where he was from. He said “quite some ways away” in a voice that literally had no accent, if that was possible. Everything about him was monochrome. Even his hair looked like it was a doll’s hair. None of this bothered me much once I drank that first sip of coffee; after that, I just sat there like an open-mouthed fool. I thought about trying to interject, but my brain didn’t want to participate. Instead, the stupid thing made me drink more of the obviously drugged beverage.

Janine and the man argued about a few things, and they pointed at me a few times. She was telling him that she was already in their bad books. That they were still upset about me not being the chosen target, but that she was more than likely under severe scrutiny. I heard her mention Bob, her cousin from our wedding that we hadn’t seen since that day he’d come here.

After a few minutes of this back and forth my brain didn’t let me comprehend, he came over to me and put his hands to my temples. He repeated some words I didn’t understand and then Janine’s face came in front of mine, inches away. I could smell the spinach omelet she’d eaten for breakfast, and the coffee she just had been drinking. Out of all of that, it felt like a very intimate moment for some reason.

She held my hands and spoke softly. “If the day comes where you end up at Machu Picchu, don’t turn the device off. Wait there for this man, or a man that looks like him. Turn off that device and they’ll swarm the planet. Most likely, they’ll send a scout to confirm it’s off. They’re patient. Once confirmed, they’ll destroy it, and Earth will be theirs. No humans, no device to kill them. Do you understand?”

It took me a moment to realize that she had been speaking to me, even though her nose was touching mine. Tears fell down her face; I wanted to wipe them away, but my hands didn’t listen to me.

“Dean, do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, not sure what I was agreeing to.

“Trust no one but a man who looks like this.” She stepped back and his face hovered before mine.

“Okay,” I said.

She then repeated a numerical code over and over, until I was repeating it back to her.

After, they talked for a while longer, and by the time he left, I was falling asleep on the couch, with no memory of anyone ever being there.

______________

I pushed my way to the crack in the wall, Mary trying to grab me on the way over. “What the hell are you doing, Dean?” she yelled, grabbing my arm. “You don’t actually believe those guys, do you?”

It had all come back to me. That strange visit from years ago. Janine’s tears at the prediction I would be here at this moment. I’d failed her. I’d failed everyone.

“They were right! Vanessa is one of the bad ones! This device is here to keep the aliens away. Those guys were trying to help us keep our damn planet,” I said, fighting to make her let go of me. “Trust me, Mary. It’s true. Do you see our people beaming back down?”

The new ship hovered a hundred yards away, and something was beaming down from the green light. Magnus and Natalia were right behind the ship, and I could see them moving out of the way, trying to get between us and the new arrivals.

“Dean, what gives?” he asked.

“Just keep whatever comes out of there from approaching!” I yelled. Mary let me go and I clambered through the crack in the wall. There was a tunnel back there leading to some dusty stairs.

“Ray! Turn it on!” I yelled while running down. There was no reply.

A small amount of light lit the way from down a tight passageway, and it led me to a small room. Ray was sitting on the ground with his back to an advanced-looking machine; soft orange light glowed off its controls.

“Ray,” I said, stepping lightly into the space, “turn it on now.” Tears were falling down his face, and it twisted into something I’d never seen on the usually affable man.

“Can’t do that, Dean,” he said raising a gun to me. “They said my family would be spared, and I could live alongside them as an ambassador. All I had to do was make sure to shut it off.”

My heart was racing, but I tried to keep the worry from my voice. “You don’t really believe that, do you? You would sacrifice all of those lives just for yours and your family’s? That’s not the Ray I know. Put down the gun. There’s another way. I know how to save them and get rid of these bastards. Trust me.” It was a bit of a lie, but I was grasping at straws.

His hand shook; his finger was on the trigger. “It’s not possible. They’re too powerful. They won’t stop until they have this planet.”

Gunshots rang from above, and Ray’s eyes left me for a moment to look upwards at the noise. I kicked out, knocking the gun from his hands. I pulled my own gun from my pants just too late. Ray’s large frame was on me quickly, tackling me to the ground. My gun went off as his full weight pressed on top of me. I panicked, trying to feel if I had been shot. My stomach felt wet, but there was no pain.

“I’m sorry, Dean. Remember that. You’re a good man… you were a good friend,” Ray said, coughing blood out beside me. “Take care of them if you can. Don’t tell them about…” I rolled him off me, sure he wasn’t going to be breathing for long. I ran to the machine and looked for the on button. Instead, I found a lit key pad with numbers on it. With bloody fingers, I pressed a sequence I knew – though I wasn’t sure why – and it came to life. Light enveloped the room and I had to close my eyes tight, covering them with my arm to keep it from blinding me. Soon the light dissipated, leaving me standing there in a dim room, machine whirring away, and Ray’s body in the doorway. The gunfire had ceased.

I stopped to see if Ray was alive, but he just lay there, unmoving, eyes still open. I shut them with my hand and a tear rolled down my dirty face. I really couldn’t trust anyone. If they had gotten to Ray before all of this, how could I trust any of the others? Maybe Mary was in on it. Maybe Natalia would shoot me on the spot and come back to turn this thing off. I grabbed Ray’s gun and put it in my pants, leaving me holding the gun Ray was killed with. I choked back a gag as I thought about the fact that I’d just murdered a man. A man I’d known. A man I had really liked. This was war, I told myself, and if I hadn’t done it, we had no hope of survival.

It didn’t help. I stumbled in the doorway, staggering out of the small room and down the tight hall. I raised my gun and crept out of the crack leading to the ancient plaza.

Mary was over by the ship talking with Magnus and Natalia. Were they conspiring against me? I put my gun up and called out to them. “Put your weapons down!” I walked forward, doing my best SWAT team impression from the movies I’d seen. I was sure I looked a fool, but they all turned wide-eyed and slowly lowered their weapons.

“Dean, what are you doing? What’s happening? This ship lowered, and three of them beamed down, shooting at us. Magnus here shot one of them as we ducked behind that crumbled wall,” Mary said, voice shaky.

I could see all of the damage. Holes were missing all around us, and the ground was cut open where the ship had ripped the land open like a can opener over the twins. I moved to under the ship and there lay three large creatures. They were nearly humanoid, with small black eyes, no hair to be seen, and pale white skin, like a worm whose whole life had been spent under a rock. Green ooze pooled from their mouths. Janine had been mixed up with these things? It was hard to imagine.

“Vanessa lied to us, Mary. They all lied to us. Bob, Kate...Janine. They were working for these bastards. The device was planted here by those guys.” I nodded to the twins’ smaller ship, still hovering there. “They were the race taken over. Most of them are dead, but they kept a few enslaved to use as diplomats. Or maybe just fodder for war. I’m not sure. Some of them broke free and came here centuries ago. This whole place was built to hide this thing. Those pale aliens can’t be near it. They wanted Earth but couldn’t come while this was turned on. So they sent expendables to convince us this was the right move. What more dramatic event than all of humanity being whisked away could make a bunch of skilled humans come to their race’s aid? We had to believe it was true.”

They just stood there listening to my story. I wasn’t actually sure if I was being a hundred percent accurate, but I knew I was damn close. “Did Vanessa die when she came close to here?” I asked, sure of the answer.

“Yeah, she wanted to come up, but she was so weak. She collapsed and vomited some green liquid, and was gone. I see those things did the same.” Mary pointed at the dead aliens.

“I think these guys have zero tolerance of the device. The hybrids could live for years if they were far away from it, but the closer Vanessa got, the worse off she was,” I said.

“Dean, where’s Ray?” Mary asked quietly.

The pressure build-up in me came to a boil and I crouched down, my head spinning. “He was with them. They told him his family would be safe. He just had to make sure it was shut down. He was with them the whole time.”

Mary squatted beside me and put her hand on mine. “I’m sorry, Dean. But I’m glad you’re here. How did you know? How did you know all of this?”

“I didn’t. After I ran from the ship on the hill in Colombia, I saw a guy that looked just like the one Vanessa had shot when he was trying to warn me in Florida. Then I saw them again when we entered Peru.”

Magnus cut me short. “Why the hell didn’t you tell us? We could have helped!”

“I didn’t know what to believe or who to trust. I’m sorry, guys. It was just too much. Janine was their mole. She chose me instead of the guy they intended for her, and I just had a memory of her meeting with one of the twin guys in our house. They gave me the code to turn the device back on, should it fail. I had no recollection until I came here.” It all sounded so crazy.

“What do we do now? They’re going to retaliate.” Magnus ran his hands over his close-cropped hair. Natalia was nervously pacing around us. I handed her the gun by my feet. She took it and smiled at me.

“We give ‘em what they deserve,” I said with a smile.

We heard some noise from the hole in the ground by the twins’ ship. A hand clutched the rock and we ran over to it. One of them had survived, though he looked worse for wear. His hairpiece had fallen off, and he was bleeding all over. Magnus grabbed his arm and hauled him up.

The alien’s back against the dirt, his eyes closed, he spoke in his monotone way. “We hit them up there, and end this today.”
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“The man was communicating with them somehow. Find it,” he gasped.

The computer! When I’d met him, he kept going on about his computer and how he needed batteries and other things from the electronics store in New York. That had to be it. He’d sold out humanity for his life and his family’s, and I almost couldn’t blame him for it. I wondered if I would have done the same for Janine’s life, under different circumstances. It was easy to judge someone else, but harder to look in the mirror.

“Where’s the computer?” I asked Mary.

“I think it’s in the car still,” she quickly answered.

“Nat, can you run and get it?” Magnus asked, but she was already making her way back down the ancient city of ruins.

“What’s your name?” Mary asked the alien.

“Teelon. We’re called the Deltra. We won’t have a lot of time. They’ll be wondering why they haven’t heard back from their ship or the human soon. They’ll want news of the device,” he said.

“Can you get up?”

“Yes. I think so.” Magnus helped him to a sitting position.

“What’s the plan, Teelon?” I asked, wondering if he was thinking the same thing as me. I glanced at Mary, and hoped she was as good a pilot as I thought.

“First things first. We need to get that device out of its hiding place.”

“I’m on it. Dean, you with me?” Magnus grabbed my shoulder. I dreaded going back down that tunnel to see Ray’s dead body.

“Yes. It’s going to be a tight fit down there; I hope we can get it out.”

“I have a plan for that.” He walked over to the dead aliens and grabbed one of their blasters. He tested it, firing a red beam into a wall. It tore a hole the size of a basketball in the rock. “I think this will do the excavating trick.” He slung it over his shoulder. Natalia was running back with a computer in her hands.

Teelon was already working at it as we headed to the crack in the plaza wall. We were soon back down the stairs and hall. Magnus went first and slid Ray’s body to the edge of the space.

“I didn’t know him, but I’m sorry it came to this, Dean,” Magnus said calmly. I could tell he meant the words. For a big guy, he wore his heart on his sleeve. I patted him on the arm and thanked him. The device appeared to be built into the stone, almost like a screen on a wall.

“I don’t know how big it is, or how deep it goes. Whatever you do, don’t turn the thing off,” I said as he grabbed an edge and slowly tried to pry it free. It moved, and dust sifted to the ground as the large Swede rocked it back and forth, eventually loosening it. It was only two feet from side to side, about one and a half feet tall, and when he got it out, we saw that it was about three feet deep. He grunted, sweat pouring down his face, and moments later he had it resting on the ground beside Ray.

We each took an end and carried it up and out to the crack in the wall. Carey barked as we struggled to fit it through.

“Stand back,” Magnus said, unslinging the laser from his shoulder. I ducked and crouched over the device to keep it safe. He fired two rounds at the entrance, and rock crumbled around us. He groaned as he lifted the huge stone blocks out of the way, and then we were carrying it through and into the night air. It was still whirring away, a constant alien repellent.

Teelon’s eyes went wide at the sight of it, and he muttered something that sounded like a mantra over and over. This was from his ancestors, and I was sure he’d been waiting for this moment a long time. He was helping save a race, and at the same time, hopefully helping his own.

“I used Ray’s computer to tell them there’s been a setback. We have to get into their ship and reiterate the message,” the alien said as he struggled to get to his feet.

“Just how do we do that?” Mary asked.

“Easy, follow me.” We went with him to where the ship was hovering above us. It was about fifty feet in the air, and had to be two hundred feet long, another fifty wide. Twice the size, at least, of Teelon’s ship. He muttered as he grabbed something from each of the three aliens’ collars.

“The three of you will go in this one. One can come with me in my ship.” Carey barked at this.

“Don’t worry, boy. I wouldn’t go anywhere without you.” I petted him for a moment.

“Teelon, can you show Mary how to fly this thing?” I asked. Mary’s eyes went wide at first, and then a smile slowly spread on her beautiful face. At that moment, I wanted to go over to her and kiss her.

“I think so,” he said. “Come.” He pinned one of the things from their collars on Mary’s shirt, then one on Natalia’s and his own. “We’ll be right back. Please bring the Kalentrek over here. We will come back for it.”

“Kalen...what? Is that what you call it?” I asked.

“Yes. Roughly translated to shield in your language.” He tapped each of their collars and a green light shone down, starting to lift them up to the ship. My pendant began to burn hot, and I could see everyone else’s light up too. They still lifted, and Mary even gave a whoop as she entered the ship like a ghost. They were gone, leaving Magnus, Carey, and me alone on Machu Picchu in the dark.

______________

We sat on the ground as light from the sun peeked over the distant horizon. It was amazing up here, and I felt like I was on the top of the world. It had been hours since the ship had left with our friends in it. We had nothing to do but wait. We’d gone back to Ray and Mary’s car and found some food for us and Carey to share, along with water. Magnus puffed on a cigar he found in Ray’s bag –the ones I’d asked him to get in Florida before Vanessa had shot one of our allies.

Had Ray and Vanessa known about each other? Had they been working together from the start? I thought about the ships knowing where we were, seeing them while in the boat during a storm. They hadn’t meant to stop us, just to drive us here to disarm the device that meant their death. The shield, as Teelon had called it. As fitting a name as any, I supposed.

“I do hope they come back. This isn’t over yet. Do you think we can really do this?” I asked him, accepting a cigar when he offered one. I puffed it while he held the lighter to the end, and I coughed when I inhaled the first blast of smoke. It had been a while since I’d had one of these, but soon I was puffing at it like an old pro.

“They’ll be back. Those ladies will know how to fly that thing in no time. Natalia can fly just about anything,” he said.

My gut told me to trust Teelon, but what if he’d just taken them to separate us. I stubbed out the cigar, and changed the subject.

“So are you two...you know…” I left it unsaid.

“I love her, yes. She’s a tough nut to crack. I think she loves me too, though she would never say it.” He laughed as if he’d made the biggest joke of his life. “Not that she says much.”

“Have you ever heard her talk?”

“Never. I think before everything, she did, but something snapped in her when she was taken. I don’t know what those guys did to her, but I have an idea.” He looked down at his hands as if to see if they still had blood on them. I was pretty sure I knew what had happened to those men after Magnus had found those girls being transported.

“You’re a good man, Magnus.” I clapped him on the back and we sat there as the sun rose over the hills in the distance. For the first time, I got a good look at Machu, and it was breathtaking. I could see why so many people were drawn here. I wondered what they would think if we got everyone back to Earth and told them humanity’s savior had been hiding here all along. As long as we could make this work.

My heart jumped as I saw a ship coming in at full speed towards us. I desperately hoped it was our friends and not the aliens coming to pulverize us. It slowed abruptly and came to a stop, hovering above us. Green lights lowered and Mary, Natalia, and our new friend Teelon sank to the ground. Mary rushed over to me and kissed me firmly on the mouth.

“Someone was smoking,” she said, grabbing my unlit cigar and putting it between her teeth. “That was the most awesome thing of my life. A girl could get used to a ride like that.”

She was talking excitedly and even Natalia was grinning ear to ear.

“Let’s do this! Time to kick some alien ass!” Mary yelled, the word ass echoing down the mountain valley.

It was exciting to see her all ramped up like this, and I could still feel her lips against mine. This was no time for my emotions to get all stirred up. We had the human race to save.

“Natalia will come with me in my ship. You two go with Mary.” He clipped two small metal broaches on our collars. It was only then that I realized I hadn’t had a real shower in a few days, and my shirt, along with the rest of me, was drenched with filth.

“Nat, are you okay with that? I can go with him if you like.” Magnus walked over to her and took her hand in his. She looked tiny next to him. She nodded and kissed him softly.

Teelon moved to his ship. “She may have to do the flying. My time might expire before this day is through. I think I have internal bleeding, and I fear the worst. She seemed to have great understanding of flying, and I know she’ll be capable. I also showed her the weapons system, should the need arise. We’ll be able to communicate between ships; I’ve programmed that one to my frequency, which is hidden from the Kraski. You know the plan. Now let’s see this through.”

Mary explained how Teelon had implanted knowledge of the ship into their brains with a tiny cable. There was a small dab of blood on the side of her forehead. I couldn’t believe they could just download data into a human like that, but Teelon assured us the process had been tested, since the hybrids had need of the technology as well. Apparently, the data transfer wasn’t perfected, because Mary said there was a lot of it she didn’t quite understand, like the translation was cut short. Natalia nodded as she explained it.

“But you’re confident enough to fly it, right?” I asked, hoping we didn’t need to rely on the dying alien beside us. I wished there was something one of us could do, but we weren’t doctors, and internal bleeding wasn’t something we could rectify.

“Yeah, I can do this for sure,” she said confidently.

“You got it, Teelon,” I said. “We’re ready.”

We lifted the heavy Shield to underneath the ship, and on Teelon’s word, pressed the little metal buttons pinned to our shirts. The green light shone down again, and I was glad I had moved the pendant from under my shirt. It was glowing red hot. I could see Mary’s ring around her neck, plunging down the centre of her dirty tank top. It burned a hot green too. We floated upwards and it was the strangest feeling.

So this was what everyone had felt when they were taken less than a week ago, only for them, it was massively terrifying. For me, it was only mildly terrifying. I’d never been a huge fan of heights, but I could deal with them. I didn’t mind being on the Empire State Building or at the top of a ski hill, but the feeling of floating up, with no control and nothing under my feet, was a whole new level of odd.

Magnus seemed to be doing okay, and he was carrying the Shield device by himself, his huge arms bulging at the weight. I felt embarrassed to just be carrying the pack with water and food, and Carey nestled into my neck. He panted uneven breaths on me as we rose. Mary was smiling wide, like it was the best ride ever. The view from here was undeniably gorgeous, but it was hard to focus on it at the time. Moments passed, the ground got farther away, and then we approached the ship. My instincts were to stretch my hands out over my head to keep from hitting myself on the ship’s underside. Instead, my hands just went through the wall, followed by my head.
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It was the strangest feeling to move through matter like that. It was a technology Earth had never seen before, and I wondered when this was all over if we would have a new ally with Teelon’s people, the Deltra. There was so much we could learn from them.

My body emerged into the ship, and before that moment, I hadn’t really thought what the inside of one of the ships would look like. It was dimly lit, and the only detectable scent was the musk of us humans. The room we came into was quite spacious and had storage compartments lining the metallic walls. The floor was also metal, polished smooth and shiny.

“Teelon adjusted the air levels to be breathable to us. They and the Kraski have similar breathing element percentages as we do, which biologically is extremely interesting. My father would love to learn more about that.” Mary paused, as if she just remembered her father was somewhere up in space at that moment. “I hope he’s okay. This way, guys.”

“Dean, wanna give me a hand with this thing?” Magnus asked.

I grabbed an end and we lowered it to the ground, away from the tractor beam, or whatever it was called. Anywhere on this ship would be safe. All we had to do was make sure it stayed turned on, as long as we got it onto their mother ship.

We followed Mary down a hall. The whole place had an ominous, sterile feeling to me, and I had a flashback to Janine’s time in the hospital. I shook it off as we approached what could only be described as the cockpit. There were two seats facing a large dashboard of glowing controls. Otherwise, there was room to stand, and not a lot else.

“How do we see out?” I asked, and Mary hit a button, causing the wall in front of us to go transparent. The viewing port was at least ten feet across and four feet high. We could see for miles down the mountain, and the Peru day was shaping up to be a beautiful one with clear skies, but we wouldn’t be here to enjoy it.

“Wow. Are you sure you can fly this thing?” Magnus asked.

“I’m Air Force. Of course I can,” she said with a smirk. She was sexy when she exuded confidence like that. She tapped a button and told us it was for communication. Magnus settled into the seat and held it down.

“Nat, Teelon, we’re ready to fly the coop. Are you guys good? Over.”

There was no crackle, just a clear, crisp voice. “We’re good. Follow us up. We’ll lead the way.”

The smaller ship hovered above us and soon we were jutting after it. The ride was a little bumpy.

“Well, I said I can fly it. Just takes a while to get used to the thrusters. They’re like nothing I’ve ever seen before. No visible exhaust points…it’s almost like there are little thrusters all around the ship, so you can hover and move any direction, with more accuracy than a helicopter. It’s amazing,” Mary said, excited.

We rose up and the land below us got smaller and smaller.

“I always wanted to become an astronaut someday. I know it sounds silly, but a lot of them come from an Air Force background. I didn’t have the required degree to make the switch, but it had always been an idea of mine. That maybe one day I would go back to school. The government would pay for it. Then I’d apply with NASA.”

“Well, now you get to do something even better. Fly in space and save the world. That’s all in a day’s work for Mary Lafontaine.” I could tell she smiled when I said this just by the movement of the back of her head.

We rose higher and higher, picking up speed as we went.

“Why are they going to just let us board again?” Magnus asked.

“Teelon used their communicators from the ship and told them there was an issue with the device being shut down. That the three Kraski were coming back because they were exposed to it and needed medical attention. He’s sure they’ll send another ship or two down to investigate things, but by that time, we’ll have dealt with them.”

“They must really think Teelon’s people are docile if they let them roam around in their own ships,” I suggested.

“From the sounds of it, they’ve been playing at being weak for centuries, waiting for the right moment to strike. You show your belly to a predator for enough years, they forget that you also have teeth. I’m just glad they decided to show them when humanity needed it,” Mary said.

“I wonder how many of his people are aboard that ship. And will they all help when the Kraski are down?” Magnus asked no one in particular.

“Let’s just hope they do. First things first, we have to stop them, then save our people. Then we can worry about what happens after that.” I believed the words as I said them. It was all too overwhelming if we thought too far into the future. We’d been led to believe all we had to do was shut this thing off and we would be finished. After the journey halfway across the world, we had done what we’d thought was necessary. It wasn’t over. I thought about Ray, and how it was done for him. I would find his family and tell them he was a good man. That he had cared for them very deeply. I couldn’t blame him for trying what he did.

We raced through the atmosphere, and the ship jostled around a little bit. Mary kept focus, and she let out a whoop as we broke out and into the blackness of space. My jaw fell open as I saw Earth from above for the first time. It was a moment I knew I’d never forget, but I’d been having a lot of those lately. Magnus looked back at me and smiled. “Now that’s something you don’t see every day!”

We followed the smaller ship away from Earth. I had no idea what direction we were heading because to me, that all went out the window in three-dimensional mapping. They sat, and I stood in silence as Mary navigated us a safe distance behind them. I didn’t know how far out the so-called “mother ship” would be, but for some reason, I had expected it to be closer than the moon. I also had no idea how fast we were going. There was nothing for me to gauge this against, and it wasn’t like I could read the speedometer.

I took the time to look around the ship a bit as we rode through space. Carey followed behind, nose sniffing rapidly at everything. They must have had something to create artificial gravity, because I stepped along the floor with my feet firmly planted on it. It felt a little lighter than Earth, and I tested it with a small hop. I was sure I had a little longer hang time than I would on the surface at home. The ship was plain, with metal walls and floors. Nothing decorated it; everything appeared to be about function, not style. To the left of the cockpit there was a small room with two bunks in it. They had shiny silver bedding. I felt it between my hands and the material was softer than anything I’d touched before. They were so similar to us, yet so different.

I pictured one of the pale humanoid aliens sleeping here only a day before, and it struck me that we were about to kill a lot of them. I knew we were just defending ourselves, but the idea of genocide of that level...of any level… was going to be tough to do lightly. They were Janine’s people. Well, partly her people. She was a hybrid, after all. It was hard to feel for them, since they’d taken our entire population and we still didn’t know where they were.

Next to that room was another identical one, then what must have been a washroom, though I hadn’t the vaguest idea how anything inside it would work. Maybe it was engineering, not a bathroom.

I made my way to the front of the ship as the moon sailed by us through the viewscreen.

“That was amazing,” Mary said quietly, hands still firmly on the controls.

“How much further do you think we have to go?” I asked, hoping she had an idea.

“Let me ask,” Magnus said. “Teelon, do you know what our estimated time of arrival is? Over.”

“We should be able to view the mother ship soon. Don’t be alarmed when you see it. We mustn’t seem out of place. When they try to communicate, signal me and I’ll reply through our connected systems. Over.”

It was only a few minutes before it came into our sight. It was tiny at first, but I had no idea how far away it was. The closer we got, the larger it started to get. Soon we spotted two ships coming toward us. My heart hammered as they approached. Mary said they couldn’t see through our viewscreen, and I hoped she was right. Wouldn’t that be a sight to see? Three humans coming at them, jaws hanging to the ground.

The communicator buzzed, and we heard a strange language come through the smooth speakers. Magnus buzzed Teelon, who proceeded to reply in their language. He must have been disguising his voice as one of the sick Kraskis, because it didn’t sound much like his usual monotone self. They spun around and flanked us on either side.

“I guess we get an escort in,” Mary said.

“Teelon was hoping most of the fleet was in the hangars on their main ship. Less to deal with afterwards,” I said, scanning the space for signs of more ships.

The massive Kraski ship grew immensely as we closed in, though I still had no idea how big it must have been. I tried to do the math, thinking about the thousands of ships that had hovered over Earth, then the huge black cubes that had lowered, taking all the humans with them. That was a lot of ships and a lot of space to hold all of those people. Where were the cubes now? A ship to house the Kraski along with their fleet would be astronomical in size. I figured we would be making it to a docking station in a few minutes, but it turned out to be closer to forty minutes. Forty minutes of us nervously talking as the unbelievably huge ship took over our viewscreen.

“We’ll be arriving shortly. I told them we came along as an escort for the Kraski on board your ship. The device’s potency almost killed you all. I think they bought it, but they’ll be arriving on Earth soon with their backup ships. It’s only a matter of minutes before they find out the truth. If the ships beside you do anything odd, you have to make for the blinking green lights at two o’clock from here. Mary, do you understand?”

She pressed the comm-button and said she did. I really hoped it didn’t come to that. The last five minutes went by as we sat there sweating bullets.

“Are we sure we thought this through? I mean...what if it doesn’t work?” I asked.

Magnus looked back at me, his eyes hard as steel. “It has to, my friend. It’s the only shot we have.”

Word must not have returned to them from back on Earth, because everything was still smooth sailing. The Kraski home ship was flat on the outside and shaped much like a rounded rectangle. A panel slid open into a hangar; it wouldn’t even have been noticeable from a few miles away, the ship was so large compared to us. As we neared the slit to enter, the ships beside us turned and tried to merge between Teelon’s ship and the hangar. Before we knew what was going on, Teelon veered left and up, red beams firing from his ship at the guides. The first shot glanced off some sort of force field on the ship, and so did the second, but the third in quick succession made it through and the enemy exploded into a million pieces in front of us. The second ship chased after Teelon, its own red beams firing quickly.

Magnus tensed, but spoke calmly to Mary. “Honey, get inside this ship and beam me down. As fast as you can!”

The ship jerked around as she tried to slow it down and avoid any debris still floating nearby from the explosion. Red lights flashed all around us now, and a blaring alarm rang as we came up to the hangar. The door that had opened to let us in as friends only a few minutes before was now trying to close on us, to keep us out. Mary clipped the bottom of the ship on it, but we made it through, crashing into at least five of the hovering ships inside.

“Teelon said we need to get this thing out of the ship! Something about the ships having immunity to pulse or some crap. Inside here there’s no protection from it. These purebred will wither away! Mary, stay here and wait for us. I have a feeling we’re going to need a quick exit!” Magnus was yelling as he ran down the hall to the transport room.

I followed him, and when we had the device in our arms, we hit the buttons on our collars. The green light surrounded us and we lowered through the ship and down toward the smooth floor of the hangar. The Shield we held hummed as we neared the ground, and we set it down, standing behind it. A door hissed open across the room from us and someone tumbled down the stairs. It was a Kraski; green vomit came from its mouth and it stopped moving. More poured into the room, all reacting the same way.

“Do we just stay here? This ship is huge. Didn’t Teelon say something about a hall?” I asked, knowing Magnus wouldn’t have the answer.

“Let’s keep put for now,” he said, pulling his gun out. We moved behind some crates, and found a wall lined with armor and weapons. “Can’t hurt,” he said, and threw a vest over his chest. He also grabbed one of the guns he’d tested on Earth, slung it over his shoulder, and passed me one.

Another door opened and more Kraski came in. They all died in seconds. Word would get out what was here, and they’d retaliate. We had to think of something.

“We need to get out of here before they open that door, and remove the barrier field to space. For all we know, we go flying along with that shield into oblivion.” His logic was sound. I threw one of the vests on, and a helmet for good measure. It almost fit. It was creepy how similar our two races were.

It was hard to see in the room, with the red lights flashing and the alarms blaring in our ears. I let Magnus take the lead, and he crossed from storage unit to storage unit so smoothly that it would have been hard to spot him if you were watching from either of the entrances. I tried to do my best impression of him but lacked his finesse.

“We need to get to the center of this ship. Teelon said there would be levels within levels on here, like ventilation ducting, only larger. I guess every few floors has space for Teelon’s people to get around, out of sight of the Kraski,” Magnus said, back pressed against the far metal wall. I had to ram my ear right up to his mouth to hear him over the noise.

“We just have to find one of them!” I called back as a few more pale aliens entered the room and fell to their deaths, spewing the green mucus as their bodies gave out. I spotted something twenty feet across, on the opposite wall. We would have to pass by the doorway, but from the looks of things, the Kraski weren’t going to have much time to fire on us before they would expire in proximity to this thing. Even now, the furthest of them on the ship would be weakening. Janine had lasted years on Earth, but she was mostly human, and thousands of miles from the thing. Up here, they had no chance. The longer we waited, the bigger the chance of something messing up.

“Over here! The rest of the wall is smooth, but that part isn’t. Looks like a vent...and large enough to get through,” I yelled to his ear. Magnus nodded, took a moment to think, and ran out, firing the gun he’d pilfered. The red beam blew a hole in the wall three feet across and we could see a dimly-lit passageway beyond.

“Let’s grab the Shield and head down the tube,” he said. “And hope it leads us near the center somewhere.”

We rushed back near the ship, grunted as we lifted the heavy device, and made for the hall as fast as we could. One of the Kraski fired at us from the entrance, creating a crater in the floor in front of us. He died right after, and we narrowly missed hitting the hole. Once back on balance, we entered the opening Magnus had blasted and kept moving.

“Maybe such an obvious escape wasn’t necessary,” he said.

“I think we’re committed now. They know we’re here. I just hope if this all goes well, that we can find our way back to Mary. You don’t have any bread crumbs, do you?” I asked.

Magnus slowed and shifted the Shield so he was only holding on with his right hand. With his left, he drew his knife. “No, I don’t have any bread, but I do have pants.” He lifted his leg and cut his right pant leg below the knee. I took the full weight of the device for a minute and was amazed that Magnus was able to walk with it alone. My knees buckled at the weight of the thing. He hurried, and soon he was dropping a small piece of cloth in the hall. “Just like Hansel and Gretel, hey, Dean? Let’s just hope there’s no witch at the end of this tunnel.” I almost laughed but couldn’t. Not yet.

We kept moving, and since we hadn’t shifted direction, we knew we must still be heading toward the interior. “How big do you think this ship is?”

Magnus’ face scrunched up. “I was never the mathematical type. We had that guy in the crew, though. His name was Otter. He could look at anything from any distance and know the size of it. To be honest, I think he may have had magical powers.”

“Why did you call him Otter?”

“He swam really well. What do you think?”

I didn’t reply and couldn’t tell if Magnus was just having fun with me or not. I was amazed at how calm he was, but then again, he had probably been through countless terrible situations in his line of work. What was the big deal? Just invading an alien mother ship with a device that would kill them all.

“I think I heard Teelon say there were about thirty hangars along the sidewall. The ships hover in them, and I would say that room was about eighty feet high. At minimum, this ship is twenty-four hundred feet. I would say closer to three thousand, accounting for the floors between each hangar, and the space above and below the top and bottom hangars. We’re looking at a mile tall. It seemed at least twice as long as it was high, so a couple miles wide. As for depth, I would just throw a guess at close to a mile as well. We only have to take this thing half a mile.” I had no idea as to the accuracy of my guess, but I knew we were close to that target.

The hall was about eight feet across. Unlike the floor on the ships and the hangar, it was a metal grate-like composition. There were dim white lights illuminating as we moved on, then turning off as we passed by. It reminded me of those fancy grocery stores we’d purchased last year with the occupancy-sensor freezer section. A routine task like grocery shopping seemed a lifetime ago at that moment, and I wondered if there was ever any going back to that life after all of this.

My back was killing me as we trudged this thing down the hall. After a while, we stopped and set it down. We stood back to back with it between our legs, and we held our newfound guns up in front of us. Alarms still blared from all directions, but the floor and walls muted the noise down here.

“What happens now? This ship is big, but there’s no way everyone from Earth is on here. Where are those massive vessels? Teelon didn’t seem to share much about what we do after this,” I said, nervously waiting for something bad to come down the hall.

“I’m not sure. Didn’t you mention Vanessa told you a story about the Kraski and her people? What did she say happened to them?”

“I couldn’t trust her; she was saying she was from the race abducted thousands of years ago. They kept five percent and killed the rest. How they achieved that, I don’t know. I have a feeling she was just retelling Teelon’s people’s story for sympathy.”

“If they were beamed out, for all we know, they took our people away, or to another planet,” he said.

He was right, but I didn’t think it was going to be that complicated. I just hoped we weren’t too late.

We stood like that until my arms got tired and my leg started to cramp up. I thought about Mary in the ship in the hangar and Carey sitting there with her, both of them probably sick with worry. I assumed the worst for Teelon and Natalia, out there alone. Teelon had said he would have allies here among his people, and this would double as their race’s first strike of liberation against their oppressors. Just how many were back at the Kraskis’ home world was anyone’s guess.

The machine’s constant hum slowed, and I panicked, turning to look at it. The lights on it were dimming, the noise getting softer and softer. We stared at it blankly, horrified it might be turning off and leaving us for dead in the middle of the enemy’s territory. It whirred on for a moment and then, like a flashlight running out of battery power, it stopped completely. The alarms ran on, and we could hear footsteps echoing from down the hall.
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Magnus got to his knee and held his gun up, ready to blast anyone coming at us. I moved back a ways and aimed from my feet, hoping to catch another angle. My hands shook at the anticipation of having to shoot someone else, and visions of Ray’s dying body crept into my mind. You’re a good man. You were a good friend. I could still hear him gasping his final words. I blinked quickly to clear them and felt sweat drip down my forehead. When did it get so hot?

The occupancy lights were coming on now to match the footsteps coming closer. The louder the steps, the closer the lights were getting to us. My finger shook beside the trigger, ready to pull if I had to, but scared to do it.

“Dean, Magnus!” a monotone voice called down the hall. “Teelon sent us to help you.”

We lowered our guns and Magnus fell back, resting his back on the wall. Sweat was dripping off him too, and suddenly, I didn’t feel so foolish. We were in this together.

“Did we win? Are we good?” I said as they approached. They looked like the twins, no visible hair, and plain jump suits on.

A small, almost invisible smile crossed the alien’s face. “They’re all gone. We are finally liberated!” Dozens of them came down the hall and soon they were all cheering loudly. We even threw a couple whoops in with them until I remembered why we were really there.

“Where are our people?” I asked.

The cheering stopped quickly as the man speaking to us raised an arm. “Come with us. We will bring you to them. I am called Drendon, leader of the Deltra.”

We followed them back towards the hangar a way, but made a turn at some point before making it all the way back. He wouldn’t respond to any of my further prodding, only saying all would be clear soon. He praised our skills and tenacity at accomplishing something so miraculous. I was beaming as I thought about all I’d been through in the last week. I couldn’t wait to be reunited with everyone I loved. My mother was probably scared to death. I couldn’t wait to find James and see the look on his face when he found out I’d helped save them all. He would owe me beer and wings for life after all of this.

Drendon led us to a metal staircase and we followed behind, entering a spacious room. It was large and open, bright with soft white light, and computer consoles were everywhere. The bridge of this ship maybe, though I couldn’t see any viewscreen or windows. I was sure all of that was available through some sort of camera or sensor system.

“Where are they?” I asked, looking around. It would be hard to hide seven billion people.

Drendon went to a computer screen on the wall and swiped his hands across in a few quick movements. The wall moved and a massive screen appeared. On it were dozens of cubes, maybe as many as a hundred.

“That’s them? How do we get them back?” I asked, suddenly feeling queasy.

The camera zoomed out, and the ships shrank to a tenth their size. In the near distance, the sun roared hot. “You don’t, human.”

“You son of a bitch! What have you done?” Magnus grabbed my shirt, pulling me back, and raised his gun. I looked around and saw dozens of their weapons pointing at us. We were helpless but continued to stand resolute in the open silent room.

“In a few hours, your world’s population will be disintegrated, and we will be the sole heirs to Earth. Redemption for the centuries of oppression under the Kraski. They were arrogant. I can’t believe it was this easy. All we had to do was convince them to come here, so many years after we planted the Kalentrek. We had been building it to protect ourselves from their imminent invasion but hadn’t finished in time.” Drendon’s thin lips curled up in a hideous smile.

“Why tell us this?” I asked, hoping to keep him talking.

“Because it doesn’t matter anymore. It’s done. We orchestrated the emancipation of our race and gained a planet in doing so. Hidden away, our savior finished the Kalentrek, with every intention of freeing us from them, only he couldn’t find us. He came upon this world, planted it, and sent us a message. Centuries later, we’re finally here. We played the long game but won in the end.”

“It doesn’t have to be like this. We can coexist. Just help me get our people back and let’s go to Earth together. We have so much we can learn from one another.” I pleaded my case.

He assessed me, head slightly turned to the side. “There is nothing you can teach us. Your race is deplorable, human.” He turned to an armed guard beside him. “Kill them.”

I tensed, knowing this was it. We had come so close, but not close enough. It was all an intricate game, and we had been played by both sides. As I closed my eyes, I heard someone drop beside me. Turning to the sound, I saw the guards dropping one by one. Magnus started to fire and we ran to the back of the room, ducking shots every step of the way.

“Over here!” someone yelled at us. It was Mary! She was firing volley after volley of red beams into their group, dropping them like flies. We rushed to her and Magnus turned, joining the firing frenzy. I climbed behind them and ran down the stairs and into the passageway that would lead us back to the dock.

“Let’s go!” I yelled, and soon Mary was running down the cramped cavity, I was in the middle and Magnus was bringing up the rear. We almost passed the Shield we’d left sitting in the hall and decided we might still need it. Adrenaline was the only reason Magnus and I could find the energy to haul the thing all the way back.

We made it unimpeded for a few minutes but could hear fire behind us. As we approached the bay we had landed in, one of them stepped into the entranceway and fired a shot at us. It grazed Mary’s leg, and she stumbled before firing a kill shot, dropping the alien in the doorway. We hopped over his body and ran at the ship. Pressing the buttons on our shirts, we lifted up in the green light and toward the ship’s belly, red beams shot around us, and I could swear one went right through me. In moments, we were back into the sterile ship, and Carey was jumping on me, trying to lick my hands. I gave him a quick pet as we rushed to the cockpit, where Mary fired up the ship.

“There are no bays open,” I said, turning my head to the sound of laser fire pulsing against the shields.

“Hang on to your socks, boys. We’re going out with a bang.”

The ship lifted in the bay, red alarm lights flashing in our view port. She paused over some controls, and with a confident keystroke, a massive pulse shot out of the front of the ship. We hovered there as the wall to the stations crumbled and space’s vacuum sucked everything around us out. Teelon’s people floated past us, dead.

“Let’s get the hell out of here. We have no idea how many of them are around,” Mary said.

Our sensors showed green dots emerging from the massive cube behind us.

“Shit! I see at least four. I have a feeling there weren’t a lot of the Deltras on that thing. I really wish I knew if Natalia was okay. We could use her help right about now, if Teelon didn’t harm her.” I stood behind the pilot’s seat trying to hide my adrenaline-riddled shaking hands.

“We do what we have to do, gents,” Mary said as our ship lurched to the side. She let out a yell and started firing at the Deltras. Their shields held for the first few blasts, but with her unpredictable pattern of shots, three of them exploded and burned out in quick order. Mary raced past a cluster of four ships, firing in all directions as she did. One of the ships went dark and floated there, while the others chased after her, firing shots at us. We took a few, but she also evaded many, red pulses continuing on past our front view port.

“Bogey coming up quickly from our left!” Magnus called, sitting down beside Mary. He took over the weapons as she spun through space, like a bat out of hell. Meat Loaf’s song raced through my mind as another ship was destroyed. I felt like I was holding my breath, and gasped when I saw more green lights appear on our screen.

“There’s more of them.” I knew Mary was good but didn’t see how we could possibly get out of this.

“We don’t have much of a choice. Their ships are the same, and I’ve no idea if this Kraski one is any faster than their smaller ships. There’s no running.” She gave a quick glance back at me. “We stand here, for all of humanity.”

I almost laughed at the cheesy line, but she was right. The Deltras that we had been fighting had eased off and limped back behind the fresh ships coming in. There were five in total, and I hoped that was it for their fleet. We were only one.

Mary eased the ship forward as they began approaching, red beams firing at us. The strangest thing happened. One of the ships in their cluster exploded and took two others down with it.

“What was that?” Magnus asked.

Mary had taken the controls back, saying she’d be more in sync with where she was going and would be more accurate. She ignored him and fired away, cutting down another.

We took another shot and red lights flared up inside our cockpit. That was a severe shot…our shields weren’t going to last. This was it for us.

Then we saw one of their own ships in the back firing away at them, two more exploding before they turned and fired back. With their rears open, Mary fired a volley of shots at them, flying over top. Between us and the ship that was helping us, we finished them off once and for all.

We cheered and I threw a fist pump into the air.

“Mary, you’re amazing!” I yelled to her through the cacophony of screeching sirens and celebration.

We looked at the ship left floating out there, and I felt my pulse race with uncertainty. Magnus hit the comm-speaker and we went quiet. He found the alarm silencer, and the room was eerily still for a moment. “Nat? Nat, tell me that’s you, babe,” he said into the speaker.

For the first time, she spoke, accent thick. “It’s me, Magnus. It’s me.”
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Tears flowed down the big man’s face openly, and he laughed as he sobbed. Mary put her arm around his shoulder and he leaned in.

“How…what happened?” I asked through the comm.

There was a pause, and her voice poured through at us, crisp Russian accent marking her long-hidden words. “Teelon has died. He’s succumbed to his wound from Earth. He didn’t betray his people, but I felt something was off. He staggered away when we arrived, lay on a bed, and avoided me. I had to speak to ask him questions. He seemed quite surprised by my voice. He was in pain, and I saw a small mask in his hand. He took a last look at me, said ‘I’m sorry,’ and inhaled a deep breath in the mask – his last breath.”

I stood there in silence, still trying to wrap my head around Natalia speaking. Magnus just nodded slowly.

“They turned on us, Nat. The bastards all used us. The Kraski thought some alien race built the Shield to stop them from coming, but it was the Deltra the whole time. They both just wanted to kill us all. Are you okay?” Worry crept out of his voice in thick droves.

“Da, I’m okay, Magnus,” she said softly. “It was time anyway.”

I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but Magnus just nodded again. I checked the scanner, and there were no green blips anywhere. I hoped they didn’t have another force out there waiting to trap and destroy us. “I think we should get out of here.”

Mary turned back to me and smiled. “Not until we do something to the bastards that did all of this.” She flew toward the huge Kraski vessel and fired at it without mercy. Natalia duplicated her pattern a few hundred yards beside us. They did a full loop and repeated it on the other sides of the vessel. Fire erupted all over the place, and by the time we sped off toward the sun, I knew their huge vessel wasn’t going to be in one piece for too long. So much for the invasion. I wondered if there were some Kraski ships still flying around on Earth, but knew I had to focus on the task at hand first.

“What are our options?” I asked.

“We sit here and do nothing. We go home, and the four of us restart the world’s population,” Mary paused and gave me a sly look, “or we fly to the sun and try to save our people.”

“I vote sun,” Magnus said quickly.

“Sun.”

Carey jumped up on my legs and let out a bark.

“Then it’s settled, gang.” Mary had the frequency open to the smaller ship, where Natalia was alone with a dead alien. “Let’s go get them back!”

We began flying toward the sun in the distance.

“Do you think these things have a warp drive or something?” I asked.

“I have no idea how fast this thing can actually go. Teelon did say there was a hyperdrive built in, but the details from the data transfer were unclear on this part.”

Natalia’s voice poured through the comm. “I think the control to the left of the throttle, for lack of a better word, might be it. I pressed it when I circled back to catch up to the ships and to sneak around them. Stars blurred for a brief second and I was a thousand yards closer.”

“I’m worried that we press it and end up hitting an asteroid, or an old satellite. Maybe I can’t come out in time and we run into the sun. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this. This must be part of the download that didn’t transfer,” Mary said.

I remembered the image of the huge containers full of humans, approaching the burning heat of the sun, and knew we didn’t have time to fly there. It took us long enough to get to the Kraski ship from Earth, and this was much farther.

“I think we have to try. Mary, what if we frog-hop?” I said, thinking of the frogs from the swamp near our farm growing up.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“What if we press and release, doing small jumps like Natalia did, as we’re flying at full speed? We could avoid any debris that shows up on the sensors. We can probably make much better time.” I was an accountant, not a physicist, but the logic made sense to me.

“Da. I think it will work,” Natalia said from the other ship.

“Let’s give it a test and see what we’re working with. Nat, stay a few hundred yards beside and a way back, so we don’t cross each other’s paths out here.” Our ship accelerated as Mary urged it to full speed. “I’m going to press and release and see what happens.”

The ship lurched forward, but by the miracle of the Kraski technology, my feet stayed planted and I didn’t even move back from inertia. It was astounding. For a moment, the view port was lined with stars, and I wanted to say a cheesy line from my favorite childhood sci-fi TV show.

As fast as it happened, we slowed and were running at regular speed. From the sensor map, we could tell that Natalia was a few miles behind us. She jumped and her icon flickered, reappearing much closer to us.

“I’d say it works,” Natalia said.

Magnus stood and stretched. “Let’s hightail it and get there before it’s too late.”

I put my hands on Mary’s shoulders and rested my hands on them. “I’m going to go get my pack and see if there’s anything in the way of food.” Carey’s ears perked up at this. “I’ll also see if there’s anything else we might be able to use. We have no idea what we’ll be up against when we arrive.”

Mary looked up at me. “Sounds good. I’ll keep frog-hopping along. Nat, let’s do this.” The stars lurched again, this time for a slightly longer period. I turned and headed out of the room, into the small bunk room. I searched the compartments on the wall and found some Kraski clothing. It was much too large for me to wear and had a strange odor to it, unlike anything I could really describe. I pictured the Kraski we’d seen for brief moments as they died. Pale, bald, beady black eyes; a genocidal species. They’d killed the Deltra without guilt, it appeared, and if I was to believe anything Teelon had said, then they had killed many other races out there too. Earth was just another on their list of conquests.

I almost didn’t blame the Deltra for what they’d attempted. It was a smart plan, after all. Convincing the Kraski to come to Earth, knowing that the device that would save them was hidden away. I wondered how many of them had perished trying to find Earth and escape the clutches of the Kraski before giving up and lying docile for centuries, waiting for the perfect moment. I also thought of Janine’s big heart. She was probably convinced to help the Deltra. I knew she wouldn’t be able to ignore an injustice to a race like that. I also doubted they’d told her the whole plan about killing off the human race.

I found nothing I could realistically use in there, so I continued down the hall. I approached one of the doors and the components hissed as the slab slid to the side, opening quickly. The lights came on softly as I stepped into the room. I smiled as I saw the suits hanging in what could only be called a locker room. There was unintelligible script above each of the three suits; their names, I figured. I checked the cubbies and found what appeared to be a winch-style rope, made of a linked metal. The links were tiny and heavily interwoven together. I tugged at it and wondered how much weight it could handle. There were also hand-held thrusters, and ones you strapped to yourself. Most likely this was all for space walks, for repairs, or for getting to other vessels.

I moved on to the main cargo room we’d entered in. Carey followed beside me and barked when he saw my pack sitting there. I rummaged through it and found some food tucked away, apples and granola bars. My stomach ached as much from worry and stress as from hunger at this point. Ripping open a bar wrapper, I told Carey to sit and gave him a piece off it, checking first that there was no chocolate in the ingredients. I thought about his owner, Susan, and wondered what she’d think of her little buddy trekking around trying to save the Earth. I took a bite and gave him another piece.

A dozen water bottles sat there, and I opened one. With nothing else to pour it in, I took a deep swallow and let him drink from the bottle top. Dog germs were the least of my concern. We sat there, my back against the shiny metal wall, him right beside me. I gave him some much needed attention and just talked to him for a bit. I knew if this ever ended and we succeeded, that it was going to be hard for me to give Carey back to Susan. But I would. At least I could see him all the time; I did live next door to them.

Would I really stay there, though? After all of this – the house I lived in with Janine? I doubted it. A fresh start would do me good. And then there was Mary. Maybe there was a future there.

Thinking of her, I realized they must be starving too.

“Come on, buddy,” I said as I got to my feet, “let’s go share our plunder.” He followed me, happily wagging his tail.

“I found some Kraski space suits down there. There are a few weapons, and some lanyards and rope for safety. Never go on a space walk without one. How’s progress?” I asked.

Magnus was pacing around the room and accepted a granola bar that I handed to him.

“We’re going along quite fast. I’m using the hyperdrive, or whatever you want to call it, for periods of thirty seconds now. Our scanners seem to be aware of any space debris at a range of twenty thousand miles, so as long as I have my hands on the controls, I have enough time to react. So far, I’ve only had to stop and move around some floating rock twice. At thirty seconds, with full speed, we’re travelling fifty thousand miles.” Mary took the water bottle I handed out and took a deep drink.

I did the math in my head. “From what I know from school, we’re almost one hundred million miles from the sun. At that speed, we should be there in seventeen hours.”

Magnus piped up. “If the sensors are telling us of danger ahead, can’t we just stop skipping and keep going at full hyperdrive?”

Mary took a moment with this. “Nat, what do you think?”

A voice spoke back from the ship following behind us. “Da, that should be safe. I think we’ll actually go faster that way too. The ship appears to hit maximum performance at around twenty seconds, and we’re only doing top speed for ten each hop.”

I thought about this and the math gave me hope we might reach them in time. “If that’s true, we’ll most likely be there two-thirds faster! We might be able to save them!”

“Let’s give it a try. I’m not sure if I have seven hours left in me with no sleep. I honestly don’t know the last time I closed my eyes for more than a second,” Mary said.

We were all feeling the events of the past week on us, and the severe lack of sleep wasn’t helping the pressure we were under. Magnus sat down beside Mary and watched what she was doing closely.

“I can fly this thing, I think. Tell me everything. I’ve pretty much driven any kind of vehicle out there. Nat did all the flying when we needed it, though. Isn’t that right, my little Russian princess?”

Laughter came through the speakers. “There was that one time you took over the helicopter, remember? I’d been shot through the glass and was bleeding all over the seats. You told me to be careful because it was a rental.”

I didn’t know what had changed in Natalia to make her talk, but I was glad for it. Her past had obviously caused her a lot of trauma and pain, but I was glad she was with us, even if it was in another ship. I could also tell Magnus thought of her as more than his little sister, judging by the way his eyes lit up every time she spoke. He was laughing now at their little shared memory.

“Okay, Mary. Teach me everything I need to know so you two can go get some rest before whatever it is we’re heading into.”
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The bunks were long and narrow, to accommodate the Kraskis’ bodies. What I really needed was some sleep, but lying in the small room with Mary on the bed a few feet away made me realize I probably needed a shower just as badly.

Carey was on the floor beside me on his side, snoring away lightly. Mary’s eyes were closed, but I didn’t think she was out yet. “Do you think they knew about the Kraskis’ plan to kill everyone?” she asked, eyes still closed.

“Janine and Bob were born out of test tubes and brainwashed by the Kraski to do their bidding. I think all they knew was there was a device on Earth that would stop their parents, or whatever they thought of them as, from coming and finding a safe home to live. Even if they assumed that humans were going to be destroyed, could you really blame them anyway?”

She opened her eyes and looked across the small room at me. “I don’t think so, but it’s just hard to think of Bob without being angry, and a little sad for him at the same time.”

“I know what you mean. Janine had evidently changed sides and worked with the Deltra. I like to think she had a soft spot and that they swayed her with stories of Kraski killing whole species and invading other worlds. It also makes me wonder what would have happened if she hadn’t turned, if she hadn’t met me, if she’d gone on that first date all those years ago in the Boathouse with that Army guy. Would the Kraski be on Earth right now? Would the Deltra? It almost gives me hope that we’ve twisted destiny and that everything will somehow all work out because of it.”

“It’s impossible to predict. For all we know, her choosing you has set us on a path to the destruction of the human race. Maybe the other man would have foiled the whole plan and stopped them from coming in the first place.” She said this with a straight face, and for a moment, I didn’t know if she was playing or being serious, until she gave me an ear-to-ear grin. “You know there’s no way some guy could have stopped them from beaming everyone up, right?”

“Yes, I know. I just think I’m glad that I’m out here and not in a massive storage container heading to the sun. Then again, we have no idea if we’ll get there in time, or how to stop them from burning up if we do.” Carey was snoring heavily now, and his breaths were lulling my eyes closed. I don’t know if Mary was falling asleep, because in moments, I had drifted off.

I woke some time later with Carey up on the bed beside me, snuggled close to my chest. Feeling much more rested, I swung my legs off the bed and noticed Magnus had replaced Mary on the other bunk. I quietly walked out and left Carey snoozing away with the big Swede. The door hissed lightly as it slid back closed. The hall lights flicked on when they sensed movement, and I made my way to the bridge.

“Mary, I hope you got enough sleep. How are we doing?” I asked her as she looked intently at the monitors.

“It’s been about six hours. I woke after four and tagged Magnus out. I’m glad you got to sleep for a while. It was needed and well deserved, Dean,” she said.

“How do you feel?”

“Not great, but alert enough. We’ve only had to stop short twice. I can’t believe this technology exists. This can change everything. We could get across the solar system in days. I mean, humans could travel to other systems! And we know that we aren’t alone out there now.”

“For a CPA from upstate New York, I can’t imagine being out here in the great expanse. That said, I always believed we weren’t alone. All the movies were right, though; the aliens wanted to destroy us. Is Natalia still live with us?” I could see her smaller ship as a green blip behind us.

“Da, hello, Dean,” Natalia said through the speaker.

“I’m sorry you’re all alone over there. You must be exhausted,” I said, knowing she was tough, but we all had our limits.

“I’m running on low, but I’ll be okay. I actually prefer to be alone most of the time.” Her voice was tired-sounding.

The sun was growing in size in the viewscreen, and I could tell the heat was drastically increasing, but the ships seemed to have automatic temperature control. Cool air emanated from multiple sources on the ship.

Stars streamed by quickly on the screen, but the massive glowing orange ball of gases stayed steady, slowly getting larger as we moved toward it. I assumed that at any point we would come across our people. With any luck, they were still here, and alive.

“From what I understand, there’s an awful lot of radiation as we near the sun. Does this thing have any gauges on the danger?” I asked, worried we would get close and die of poisoning.

Mary touched her head where the implant had been. “Yes, according to the information we were fed on the ships, all of the ships are built to withstand almost any amount of radiation. The suits in the cargo bay as well. Seems they had some serious problems in other systems and found ways of protecting themselves.”

“Thank God. One less thing to worry about… as if we don’t have enough,” I replied, actually happy to hear I wasn’t going to die a horrible death by an invisible ray.

The ship’s sensors beeped, and Mary hopped out of hyperdrive instantly. Natalia appeared behind us on the screen. Something red came into view on the screen and we stayed back, trying to figure out what it was.

“Go get Magnus, Dean,” Mary said. I quickly ran back and woke the large, slumbering man.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Not sure. Something’s registering on the sensors. We’re only about ten million miles from the sun now. It could be them,” I said as we rushed back to the cockpit.

“What are we looking at, Mary?” Magnus asked, rubbing his eyes.

“Take a look for yourself,” Mary said quietly. I looked up and squinted at it. The view screen had an auto-tint to protect us from the sun’s burning glow. Sitting in the middle of our view was a large rectangular box, like the ones that had lowered into Earth’s atmosphere. It looked much like the Kraskis’ mother ship, but less square and much smaller, though still quite large if my depth perception was making any sense out here.

“Is there just one? The image the Deltra showed us had at least a hundred of them out there.” My voice came out gravelly, and I took a mostly dry swallow.

“That’s all the sensors show. Nat, what do you think? Any chance this is a trap?” Magnus asked.

“I don’t think so. Want me to go in for a closer look?” she replied, full of confidence.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea, but what choice do we have?” Mary said. “Let’s move in. I wish we knew if there was a way to scan for life signs, but there’s no instruction manual. And let’s face it, if there was, we wouldn’t be able to read it.”

My heart raced as I thought of the people that might be in that container. Would they have oxygen? Could we save them somehow and still make it to the others and stop them too? People could survive up to a week without water, Mary had told me. We were there now. Most would perish well before that.

“How the hell are we even going to find out if they’re inside?” Magnus asked.

“I have an idea. We’re going to have to get close. Really close.” I had no clue if my idea would work, but I didn’t really see any other options. I ran to the locker room and picked the smallest suit. I truly hoped the air levels would be suitable for humans, or else this would be a short trip. I started to pull it on, and Magnus walked in.

“Not the worst idea I’ve ever heard… and I once walked through a minefield wearing nothing but my boots,” he said with a smile.

“I’m going to coax that story out of you over a beer, but for now, suit up.”

“This thing is loose even on me. And you look like a little kid putting on daddy’s pants. Imagine the glares we’ll get if this plan works. We look ridiculous. Come to think of it, I’d better use the bathroom, or whatever that strange room is over there.”

“I’ve used it. No way to flush,” I said.

I scooped up the metallic rope rolls and attached one side of the first roll to my suit’s belt. The suit was surprisingly light, nothing at all like the space suits from our Apollo missions on the moon, from what I remembered from the old documentaries about them. Magnus came back in and I hooked his rope to the suit and passed him the helmet.

“I’ll try it first.” I put the dome over my head and it clicked in, mechanical clasps auto-connecting it to the suit. The helmet was dark, but a clear square appeared in front of my face, giving me crystal-clear vision out of it. It had a small grid layout in light green lines. I looked at Magnus, laughing at the sight. Here was the massive man in a silver alien space suit, sleeves bunched up so his hands would fit into the gloves of the long arms. As I put my own hands into the gloves, I realized there was only room for four digits in there. Luckily, their hands were larger, and my two middle fingers easily fit into one space.

“Nothing more of a reminder that we’re in an alien’s suit than a four-digit glove, hey?” I said, my voice cutting out in the small helmet.

“You got it. I can hear you in the helmet, so I guess we’ll be able to communicate, at least. Good thing these guys weren’t telekinetic or something, I only know a bit of sign language.” From the smirk he gave me, I had the feeling he just knew the dirty words. “Do you really think this can work?” he asked.

I didn’t know, but we had to try, and it was the only thing I could think of that gave us a shot at saving everyone. I decided to be the positive one and told him I did think it would work. He clapped me on the shoulder, and we grabbed the handheld thrusters and strapped them to our wrists. We walked to the cargo bay we’d first entered the ship in.

Mary stood there watching us. Her face had never looked more serious.

“I see the air is breathable?” she asked and I nodded. “Good. I’m twenty feet over the container. I’m going to move in closer to land on it. You know what to do then. I’ll yell at you when you’re good to go.”

Magnus grabbed his metal-linked rope and clasped the other end to a firm-looking anchor point in the bay. There were three, side by side, and they had to be made for this purpose… I hoped. I clasped in beside him and pulled on it a few times to make sure it was secure.

I knew Mary was worried and had every right to be. I was petrified, but at the same time, relieved to finally be nearing the end, one way or another. Taking her hands in my alien space suit gloves, I looked her in the eye. “We’ll be back shortly. Hopefully, we’ll have good news.” I found the helmet’s release, and it hissed open. Cradling it under my arm, I leaned in and kissed her deeply. My inevitable bad breath, and any other thoughts, pushed down below and I opened myself up to just being with her for a moment. She kissed me back, not with a fervent passion, but with a soft, caring effort that left my knees weak and my heart pounding. I almost didn’t hear Magnus clear his throat, and Mary leaned back and smiled at me. “Just come back to me,” she said, and turned to walk to the cockpit.

“Well, well, well. Looks like we have ourselves an old-fashioned love connection.” Magnus grinned ear to ear in his helmet. I donned mine once again and walked to the center of the room. We’d moved our pinned buttons to the outside of the suits, mounting them on a loose pocket on the breast. For good measure, we also each strapped one of the Kraskis’ powerful guns to our backs. We didn’t know what would be waiting for us out there.

My heart pounded and a bead of sweat ran down my back as I waited for the word from Mary. I was about to willingly alter my matter to get to the container. The idea that I might materialize half in the container, or that the rope wouldn’t come with me and I would float out there forever, crossed my mind as she called to us, telling us it was time.

Magnus, looking as calm as ever, pressed his button and was enveloped in a green light. Following suit, we both glowed as we used a rail above us to push down gently. I didn’t feel my legs moving through the ship wall, but soon I was neck deep in ship and after a quick eye closing and opening, I was out in space. Then, just as quickly, I was entering the huge black container, rope still firmly in place. We entered into a small room with dim lights on each wall. It took a few moments for my eyes to adjust – then I saw the bodies.

The room was about thirty feet square, and maybe a hundred people lay on the floor, unmoving. I knelt down to the nearest person, and saw her chest rising and falling slowly. She was alive!

“Magnus, she’s alive! Check the others! Are any of you awake? It’s okay, we’re here to help you,” I called out. A few people moved around along the wall, and one of them hesitantly stood up.

“It can’t be,” the skinny man said. “We’re dead, don’t you see?” He stumbled forward, stepping on some unmoving bodies to get to us.

“No, you’re not. We’re human like you. Here to save you.” I gripped him as he stood in front of me. His face was gaunt, and dozens of others were slowly getting to their feet. Some stayed unmoving, and I feared the worst for them.

There was a door at the far end of the space; Magnus was already moving for it. It hissed open, sliding to the left, and he motioned with his hands for me to follow.

“We’ll be back. Does anyone know if there’s a control room or something with computers in this thing?” No one answered. I breathed deeply and felt the cool, fresh air hit my lungs. Guilt hit me right in the gut seeing these struggling people, dead or near death, and here I was with full oxygen. I needed to have it so I could help them right then.

Magnus waved me forward from the next room. Dim lights flickered softly as I stepped over and around countless people. I wanted to stop and check on them, but I knew that we needed to keep moving.

“Everything seems to happen at the center of the Kraskis’ cubes, so let’s make a line for the middle of this thing. And do it fast. There might be some air control – maybe thrusters or something,” Magnus said.

We moved past countless thousands of humans, all piled on the floors in the dozens of rooms we went through. There were hallways every few rooms deep, like they made these containers just for storage and only needed limited access to them.

“Should we hit the middle of this cube, like on the mother ship?” I asked.

“I think you have the right idea. Let’s take these stairwells and climb our way up.” Magnus walked up to the door, and it slid open for him. We could now tell the stairwell markers on the doors, because they had a small image of a ladder on them. Pretty universal. We climbed for what we assumed was halfway, and after a few minutes, we took one of the hallways and followed it a while before it intersected with another hall going perpendicular to it.

“If I remember anything from old shoot-em-up games, you see a path like this, you follow it to the big bad guys,” I said, remembering my days playing Doom in my parents’ basement.

I tried to forget about the other containers just like this one, filled with people and heading for the power of the sun as we were walking around this one. It felt so hopeless, but we had to try our best. I wished we had a radio right now so we could check in with Natalia and Mary and let them know we were okay. I heard something coming from down the hall and turned, straining to hear it through my suit.

“Wait!” a pleading voice called. A thin woman struggled toward us, her clothing smudged and stained. Magnus stood firm, holding his gun, and watched the other end of the hall.

“They’re in there… well, one level up, actually. We tried to fight them off at the start, but they shot and killed a whole room. A thousand of us dead in an instant. We’ve kept our heads down ever since.” She could barely stand.

“How many of them are there?” I asked.

“I don’t know. There were at least ten that I saw. But this place is huge and we think all halls lead to the central control room. Three days in, a group tried to take over and break down the doors, but there was no way inside. Most of the rooms filled with a gas early on. Some sort of sedative. It just knocked them out. They eventually just went back to wait for their deaths with the rest of us.” Her shoulders slumped forward, hair spilling over her pale face.

“I think we have a way in. What did they look like?” I asked on a hunch.

“Like you and me. Human.”

“How did you know we weren’t with them, then?” Magnus asked tensely.

“Because they all look like the same woman.”

“Hybrid clones, maybe? Makes sense. Why ship your purebreds off to die when you have already proven dispensable hybrids? The bastards.” At that moment, the guilt I had for destroying the last of the Kraski from the universe drifted away into the cosmos. “Stay back. We’re going to go in and take control of this place. Magnus, let’s double back to that stairwell and get moving. Remember how we got on the ship? I think that the technology allows us to pull through solids toward the power module of each ship. In this case, that should be through the doors upstairs.”

“I hear you loud and clear, Dean. Let’s move. Lady, you might want to find a room down the way. Can you try to gather everyone who’s well enough to fight and bring them up a flight in ten minutes? We may need the backup.” Magnus swung his gun into ready position.

The woman nodded lightly and took off down the hall. We turned to the stairwell and worked our way up a flight. Were they watching us with cameras? Did they know we were on our way to them? Maybe they were too smug and cocky to even be worried.

We exited through the sliding door out of the dimly lit stairwell, and into a hallway with softly flashing lights. It occurred to me that maybe something behind the doors at the end of the hall was pulling energy from the breaker or whatever they used on these things.

Magnus took the lead, and in a short while we were at the door, each standing at either side of the metal slab, guns raised. I took a moment to calm my breathing, which was getting labored as adrenaline surged through my body. I looked up to Magnus and gave him a smile that more likely looked like a grimace. The pin on my suit felt heavy this time as I readied to push it. Magnus raised three fingers and slowly lowered them one by one. At zero, we both pressed our buttons and were pulled by a soft green glow. Magnus was heading upwards, so I pushed him forward through the door; he grabbed me and dragged me through with him.
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We let go and rolled to the ground. Well, Magnus rolled and I kind of flopped, but I quickly recovered to my feet. They hadn’t been expecting us, so our fire took a few of them down in a hurry. We didn’t have time to think or to feel bad about killing them anymore. We had to save everyone before they ran out of air or burned up in the sun. It was them or us. We kept firing in the open room, and eventually there were at least a dozen of them on the ground. Magnus moved left and I went right, each of us attempting to clear a side of the engineering room. It was a large space with glowing pillars and metal everywhere. The floors were a metallic grate much like the rest of the container, and the pillars gave a lot of places for someone to hide.

Something moved ahead, and I paused, motioning to Magnus to stop too. He covered me, pointing his gun in the direction of the noise. I stepped lightly over to the pulsing power source and raised my gun. “Come out!” I yelled.

Before I could act, I heard a foot plant down on the metal flooring behind me. I cursed as I spun to see my wife pointing a gun at me. “It’s too late,” she said, her voice unmistakably Janine’s. “We have won, and your planet is ours. Why bother fighting us?”

We stood in a stalemate, pointing guns at each other. I’m sure my jaw was hanging open as my brain tried to understand what it was seeing. “Janine?” I asked quietly, knowing it wasn’t really her. I scanned the bodies on the floor, holes torn through them from our blasters. They were all her. Janine’s dead face looked at me from a few yards away.

“Thing is, we didn’t lose. The Kraski are dead. All of them.” I gauged her reaction and saw her eyes go wide.

“That’s impossible. They couldn’t have been defeated. That would mean…” Realization crossed over her face. “You brought it up to them? Then we were betra–” A beam cut her down before she could finish her thought, but from behind me, not from Magnus.

“I’m going to come out and lower my weapon. Don’t fire. I’m here to help you,” said another voice, identical to Janine’s.

“Be sure that you do.” Magnus appeared at my side, gun still raised.

She stepped out and, as promised, she lowered the large weapon to the floor, a heavy clink as the gun tapped the metal floor. She was wearing a black jumpsuit like all the others: a dozen Janines floating in space with me. Of all the crazy things I’d been through in the past week, this was quickly reaching the top of the list.

“You said you can help us? How?” I asked.

She smiled at me, tears forming at her eyes. It reminded me so much of my long-dead wife that I almost broke down right there. I stuffed the emotion down, thinking about the people we still had to save.

“Enough smiling! My people are going to die if you don’t hurry the hell up!” I yelled, heart racing.

Magnus set his hand on my shoulder.

“I’ve been waiting for a moment I could help but couldn’t find it. I’m the one who cut the engines in the first place so the hauler wouldn’t make it to the sun. I knew your wife, Dean. I’ve seen pictures of you. Tell me what happened, and then we can help your friends out here.” She looked straight into my eyes as she spoke. There was no looking down to the left, or nervous twitching. I wasn’t a cop, but I felt like I could trust what she was saying.

“Your creators, the Kraski, sent hybrids like yourself down to Earth a decade ago to infiltrate us, and convince us to turn that damned Shield off. Turns out their little slave race, the Deltra, were the ones who planted the thing there centuries ago, right when their planet was taken over,” I said, gauging her reaction. She twitched at the Deltra part, just enough for me to notice. “They spent the next few centuries trying to find a way to get the Kraski to come, so they could execute their plan. They became trusted enough, but somehow convinced the Kraski that they would also die by the Shield. No one could get close to it without rotting away, or at least that’s what the Kraski thought. I use the term thought because from what I understand, they’d packed up and abandoned wherever the hell they were from to take over our world and leave us for dead.”

She kept still and didn’t say anything, so I continued, my blood still pounding in my ears from all the built-up frustration of the whole scenario. “Thing is, the Deltra had plans of their own, and they stopped me on Earth to tell me they could help, and that the Kraski were bad news. We took the Shield up to the mother ship, landed, and turned the thing on, melting them all from the inside out.”

Janine’s double gasped at this, trembling slightly at first; then she crouched down, looking like she was going to be sick. “It’s true, then. They’re all gone?”

“Yeah, we killed them and flew here in Deltra and Kraski ships. Two more humans are outside now waiting on us. So what can you do to help us?” Magnus asked.

She rocked back and forth in her crouched position, but slowly stood up after a few moments. A wide smile crossed over her face and she waved us to follow her.

“Those arrogant bastards created life where it wasn’t meant to be created. Human-Kraski hybrids like me just weren’t meant to exist in the universe. Then they get us to risk our lives and die for their cause, telling us that they would live in harmony with the other half of our genetic makeup, the humans. Close to a hundred died while on Earth, some within minutes of setting foot on the planet. Each of us had a different tolerance for the Shield, and those that lasted the longest were cloned even more. Janine was one of the first to have the gene of survival, even though she died after a few years. Hence why you see so many of us fitting her description.” She was typing away at a central computer, sliding digital scales up until they turned from red to green.

I suddenly felt bad for killing them all when we entered this room. As if she read my mind, she said, “Not all of us had empathy for humans. Every one of these on the floor here were Kraski to the bone. They obeyed like the animals they were. I tried to reason with them, to tell them that what we were doing was wrong, but they wouldn’t listen. I was lucky they didn’t kill me.”

“What are you doing now?” Magnus asked.

“Turning the air back on, on all floors. We also have water and food stores. Not enough to keep everyone fed, but enough to distribute to those still alive out there. This was a one-way mission, so they didn’t give us a lot. But the Kraski had been planning on bringing their own people in these units…only that wasn’t to be.” I was still hesitant, but she wasn’t giving us a lot of reasons to not trust her at this point. And she was hinting at an even deeper conspiracy that I wasn’t ready for.

There was a pounding at the locked entrance, and I remembered asking that lady to bring people for backup. I ran over to the door and tried to open it. Nothing. “Is there a trick to this?” I yelled.

“Sorry, fingerprint recognition only.” She hurried over, and before she opened it, she extended her hand to me. It shook lightly as I clasped it. “I’m Mae. They gave us all human names.”

We shook, and I had to remind myself this wasn’t Janine, but a very convincing replica. “Dean, but I guess you knew that.”

The door slid open, and she ducked behind me as dozens of people flowed into the room, looking weak and hungry, but full of rage.

I stood before them and noted that they saw the bodies on the far side of the room. “Mae here is going to help us. No one lays a hand on her.” I motioned for the woman we’d seen one floor down. “Miss. What’s your name?” I asked her.

“Alley,” she said, her gaze like steel. She would be able to help lead the survivors; I could see it in her eyes.

“Well, Alley, there’s a bit of food here, and water. Mae here will show you the storage facility. I want you to distribute it through each floor. Send some of these people to go room to room looking for doctors, nurses – hell, veterinarians… anyone who can help the sick or dying. Get a triage set up near here.” My gut sank as I thought about the lifeless bodies I’d seen in a few rooms. “You’ll also need to set up a room for the dead. Start to separate them from the others. Can you do that? Water first, then the rest. We’re going for everyone else. We’ll be back. Do you hear me? We will be back for you.”

She looked up at me, her brown eyes glistening. She gulped and nodded solemnly.

“Mae, I take it you guys had some medical supplies too?” I asked.

“Yeah. I’ll show Alley the way.” Mae motioned for the other woman to follow her, and two men followed along, ready to help.

I smiled to see people still alive and ready to help each other. Magnus walked over and leaned in to my ear. “You know what people will do when they hear there’s food? I’m worried there’ll be a riot.”

He was probably right, but I had to have faith in them. I motioned for two big men looming by the door. They looked like bouncers at a nightclub scanning for trouble. Perfect. I crossed the room to them. “Gentlemen. Alley will be getting some leaders together to hand out food and water and to set up a functional hospital. I need you two to get a few more men you trust, take weapons from the fallen over there” – I nodded at the bodies on the ground – “and just make sure no one does anything out of hand. People are desperate, and they’ll do anything when they’re desperate. You get what I’m saying?”

“You got it, boss,” one of them said. The other gave me a salute and it made me smile. An accountant being saluted in a metal cube in space was quite the sight. “What about that one? Isn’t she with them? Should we… dispose of her?” He said it with a twitch of his eye, like he was trying to act the role but was terrified if I’d say yes.

“She’s with us. Caught on the wrong side of the battle.” They visibly relaxed and moved on.

Alley addressed the people and was giving directions. They all eagerly listened, ready to help, with hope on their side now. People could do miraculous things with just a little hope. Mae came over carrying some food and water and tossed them in a bag, slinging it over her shoulder. She also had an EVA suit over her other shoulder; her gun still hung there too. “I’m coming with you. I’ve changed the thrusters on this thing to slow it and to make a wide turn, sending it back toward Earth. We’ll have plenty of time to get to the sun, do the same for the others, and get back to this one, at the slow speed it’s heading.”

I smiled at Alley and the group of survivors. That’s what they were now, survivors. We had no time, and I knew Mary and Natalia would be worried about us.

“Come on, let’s go,” I said. We ran through the halls, making our way back to the floor we’d arrived on. People milled around the halls now, word of help passing through the container. We urged them to help where they could and that directions were coming. We made our way to the room we’d started in. Half the people were gone from it now, the other half dead or too weak to move. I had a new resolve to help the rest of the containers. The image we’d seen on the Kraski mother ship looked like there were about thirty of these containers out there.

We zipped our suits up, put on the masks, and clipped ourselves back on to the tethers. Hopefully, Mary was still there.

“Mae, we’re heading to a Kraski ship here. Do you have a pin?”

She looked confused until she appeared to realize I meant the button on our suits. She nodded, and we all pressed them. Glowing green, we pulled ourselves up and briefly into space as we passed through the walls and into the ship where Mary was.

She was in the cargo bay waiting for us. Relief crossed her face when I looked up at her, but it quickly turned to aggression when she saw Mae with us.

“It’s okay, Mary. She’s with us now,” I said.

She came to me as I took off my helmet. Unexpectedly, she grabbed my head in her hands and leaned her forehead against mine. While our few kisses had been wonderful, this was more intimate and special. We shared this moment with two others standing a couple feet away from us. She pulled back and I stood there breathless for a moment.

She gave me a light kiss before letting go and grinned when she looked over at Magnus and Mae. “I was so worried about you. What happened down there?”

We moved to the front of the ship so Natalia could hear it too. We told them our story, and about Mae being a Kraski-human hybrid. Mary had met Janine, so I knew she was aware this woman was a spitting image of my wife, but she didn’t say a word about it. We ate a little dehydrated something from Mae’s bag and drank water. Our aching bellies needed the sustenance, and I knew it would give us enough energy to get the job done.

“I think we should get going, da?” Natalia asked from the smaller ship, through the speaker.

Magnus shifted from side to side and shrugged at me as if he’d decided something. “Nat. Bring your ship over here. I’ll do the same tether business and make my way into your ship. I think you could use the company, and if I’m being honest, I miss you. I’ll bring some food and water for you.”

She agreed, and I helped Magnus get hooked up in the cargo room. In a matter of minutes, Magnus was across and with Nat on the other ship. I was on the bridge with Mary and a clone of my dead wife, and we were accelerating for the sun. We devised a plan on the way. I sure hoped it would work.


TWENTY-SEVEN

The sun was blazing at us from the viewscreen from quite some distance. We were moving at full speed; stars in the distance didn’t quite streak as move slowly along our view. We were close to where the ships would be, according to Mae’s last intel. The last leg of the trip was upon us, and all I could do was hope that we weren’t too late. Would our plan work? It seemed the only logical move, and we’d find out very soon.

“Are you sure this ship is linked in to their communication systems?” Mary asked Mae, her eyes narrowing slightly as she assessed the other woman.

“Yes, the Kraski ships are all linked to the transport vessels. We’ll be there in moments.” Mae stepped toward the screen and pointed when multiple lights blinked up onto it.

The stars slowed in the viewscreen and I was surprised that we could go from super-fast to a stop and not feel the inertia at all inside. These guys had some serious engineering capabilities. All the science fiction I’d read or seen on TV had engines that required massive power sources and crash couches for the bone-breaking sudden lurches of space travel. This was nothing like that, and I was glad for it.

“Mae, we’re trusting you here,” I said as I put a firm hand on her shoulder. My voice wavered slightly when I spoke, and I felt bad for not trusting her all the way. I wasn’t sure I would ever trust anyone fully after Janine.

“I know what you’re thinking, but you don’t have to worry about me. I want to save your people and live among them, free, instead of a slave to the Kraski.” She sat down and keyed in something to the control panel.

I tried to count the containers I saw out there and figured there were around ninety. To think there were more than seventy million people on each of those cubes was mindboggling. We figured the huge cubes were about seventy rooms wide and tall. I wondered how many of the people were still living on these things. Even if this worked, I knew the Earth would never be the same; its population would be sorely depleted.

Natalia and Magnus pulled up beside us, their smaller ship a blue blip on our screen.

“Attention, all loyal to the Kraski. The war is over and we have been ordered to return the humans to their planet. An agreement has been made for their lives. I say this with the orders from the Supreme Legislation’s full authority. Feed the oxygen back through the rooms, turn the thrusters on, and work your ways back to Earth. K53251 over.”

We waited for someone to reply, and I had to tell my brain to keep me breathing. My heart was pounding in my chest.

“Roger that, K53251. We are turning around now. N32154 over,” a voice called over the speaker.

“Roger that, K53251. We are also turning.”

Mae turned it to mute, and we all applauded loudly. Magnus was cheering and I could hear Natalia laughing. We watched as dozens of the cubes started heading toward us slowly.

“This might actually work!” Mary said excitedly.

About ten minutes later, most of the containers had changed direction, and we were ready to get help to our people. I noticed there were a few units hanging back, and at this point, they were extremely close to the sun.

“What do you think they’re waiting for?” As soon as I asked, one of them sped up and headed directly to the sun. It happened so fast that we didn’t have time to react. Just like that, a whole cube of our people snuffed up in a flare of hot orange light, hardly visible since we were so close.

A new voice cut over the comm-system. “Do not listen to these traitors. There is no way the Kraski would renege on this. This is what they lived for; Earth was their last hope. We were created to serve them, and this is our ultimate sacrifice. Let us do what we were made for, and end this!” The voice was full of venom, and Mae visibly paled.

“I know that one. He was always a bully but was more than happy to lead this endeavor.”

“What do we do now? Do they have any weapons?” Mary asked.

As if her words were a curse, a green blip appeared on our screen and headed quickly toward us.

“Yes, he had a Kraski ship, like this one. For emergencies. I think this constitutes an emergency to him,” Mae said.

Thoughts raced through my head, and I tried to make some sense out of what we were seeing here. A couple of the containers had turned around, presumably persuaded by the newcomer’s words.

“I have an idea. Natalia, you know where the guns are on that thing, right?” I asked.

“Da. Teelon showed me. I think in case the Kraski figured it out and we needed to shoot our way out of there.”

“Good. Can you lead this guy away, keep him on his toes? We need a few minutes.”

Without saying anything, Natalia’s ship raced in front of us, firing at the incoming vessel. She veered off and he followed, firing on her. I silently hoped she could evade him long enough for us to succeed.

Two other containers started their thrusters to full speed and were crashing into the sun’s deadly heat. They too faded in massive flares as we sped toward the rest of them. Millions of lives snuffed out like nothing. I had to push the pain down for the time being. I would have time for mourning later, after we saved the rest.

“Mary, you get in close. Mae, where are all the thrusters?” She hesitated, unsure of what I was asking. Another cube was veering into the sun. The ships were insulated, but beads of sweat fell down my face as we were so close to the massive burning ball of gas. Any closer, and its gravitational pull was going to drag us down. “Dammit, Mae! Where are the thrusters?”

We gained on the cube closest to us, and she directed Mary to each of the glowing thrusters. Mae took it upon herself to fire away at them, blowing them up with precision. We followed suit on the rest of the cubes nearby.

While she was firing, she called out on the open line to all of her hybrid people. “The Kraski are all dead. We are now free to do as we will. I’ve met some humans and they are more than willing to let us live side-by-side among them. Stop what you’re doing, and we can have lives for ourselves!” she called, her passion obvious to anyone listening.

The last few containers still nearing the sun stopped and turned around. I wiped my forehead and kissed the top of Mary’s head.

Our ship shook, and Carey began barking loudly as we were tossed around. Apparently, we could still get shaken up in this thing. The other Kraski ship flew by us, lasers blasting, Natalia close behind him. There wasn’t much more frightening than a gun-wielding man with nothing to lose. This was one of those things that was. Sensing his new focus, I realized what he was going to do. The beams cut into one of the nearby containers and ripped the sides to shreds. We were close enough to see people floating away by the hundreds.

Mary was already heading after him, Mae firing their weapons, hitting his shields a few times before he veered off. But his work was done, and we saw small explosions starting throughout his target.

“Mary, get the hell away from that thing!” I yelled, and as we flew the opposite direction from it, the whole thing exploded violently. The concussion shook our ship, but we were otherwise okay. Another chunk of human lives gone. The weight of all the lives lost was pushing me down, and I felt like gravity had doubled. I thought about Ray, and Janine… the Kraski we’d destroyed – a whole race of beings. I thought about the hundreds of dead people Magnus and I had walked over to get to the center of the container we found Mae in, before we proceeded to kill her companions.

So much death. I slid to the ground and looked at my hands. The hands of an accountant. A man who liked to have a cold one with his buddies, and watch the Yankees play for the pennant. I almost expected them to be covered in blood as I peered at them, my vision narrowing as my pulse raced. I could hear voices, but I didn’t know what they were saying. I looked up to see Janine staring at me. I’d missed her so much, but that felt like a dream; a time so long ago, so full of lies, that it was never truly my life. Then I thought of Mary, so strong-willed and real.

Something wet licked my face. Carey, the ever-loyal dog I’d hardly known until a week ago, was stepping on my lap and licking me. I snapped out of it. I realized that it wasn’t Janine with me there, it was Mae.

“Nat, I’m going to arc under him and pop up hard in front. You cut down and we’ll have him between us. We both fire, neither of us can miss. Got it?” Mary’s voice called out.

I was still on the floor and stayed there, trying not to pass out. The panic attack had subsided, but I was still lightheaded. Not quite the hero of the books I’d read, either.

“Now!” Mary called, and Mae let out a whoop. I pulled myself up to catch the tail end of their battle, the Kraski ship exploding into a million pieces.

Everything went quiet for a moment. I looked to the computer and saw the cube dots all moving away from the sun. The ones we’d fired on, taking out the thrusters, were still sitting back, slowly and surely heading into their imminent demise.

“We have to do something about those guys,” I said quietly, suddenly ashamed of my fall from grace a few minutes ago. They didn’t seem to notice or care a whole lot, not that I blamed them, since they’d had their hands quite full at the time.

I pulled my suit on and locked in my helmet again. “Mae, you’re with me. I have an idea.”


TWENTY-EIGHT

The tethers we wore were made of some linked material that seemed to be indestructible. I knew there were more of them in the cargo bay, and I took all of them that I could. We clamped the longest ones we could find on our suits, and I took a deep breath as I thought about what we were about to do: float into the great abyss that was space, a couple miles from the sun. Mae assured me that these suits could handle the temperature and heavy radiation, but only for a few minutes. We had to do this fast.

The container farthest away was still moving; its two thrusters were on the same side, so it was slowly trying to spin around. Mae had called over to the ship and learned that three of her people were tied up and gagged. The rest were happy to cooperate and make it out of there alive. They rotated the thrusters and had placed themselves away from the sun, with the other two cubes between them and the sun.

It was show time.

“Mary, are we close enough?” I called to the front of the ship. She didn’t answer, but in moments, she was running into the room.

“Just be safe. I want you to come back to me in one piece.” She stared into my eyes. “Mae, take care of him out there, would you? He’s somewhat important to me.”

“Somewhat?” I asked with a nervous laugh. “I’ll be back in ten minutes.” I petted Carey on the head; the dog was looking at me like I was a stranger in a space suit. I was looking forward to getting him home safely.

I squeezed Mary’s hands and let go, pressing the pin on my suit. I glowed bright green and pushed myself through the bottom of the ship, and into the great, blazing hot expanse.

We emerged outside of the ship, the red-hot sun threatening to devour me the instant I was out. It was massive this close, and even though the suit was designed for huge heat blasts, I was instantly sweating. We didn’t have much time.

My helmet screen had darkened, the lens polarizing from the light. I still had to squint as I looked at Mae, who was calling to me from the comm-link we shared in the suits.

“Dean, follow my lead. Squeeze your fingers together on your left hand like I showed you.” She started flying away toward the big, black cube, her tether waving behind her.

Pinching my forefinger to my thumb, I felt the suit’s mini-thruster activate, and I jetted off after her. It took a bit of moving my hand up and down to level off, but once I got the hang of it, it was almost fun. If only I wasn’t burning up in an alien space suit, trying to stop millions of people from dying in a fiery crash, if they weren’t already melted from the heat.

We neared the cube, and I was amazed at the sheer size of the thing. I had no object I could really compare it to, but it looked like a city on its side. The metal walls were black and matte-finished. Mini-cubes covered the whole thing. From afar it looked smooth, but up close it was extremely textured. They weren’t aerodynamic, but I guess that didn’t matter for what they were built for. I had to figure they were really transport vessels for people and perhaps livestock, almost as if the Kraski had planned to relocate their entire population here but something had happened.

I shook the thought from my head as Mae waved me over. We were near the center of the cube, and I unraveled two tethers from around my arm and latched them to a metal eye hook that presented itself by a thruster opening. We mounted four of them in total and quickly made our way over to the next cube in line, securing the four tethers to it. There was a little bit of give, and we could only hope that they would hold up to the immense weight. I had no real idea of the physics of it, but we didn’t have much time to figure out other options.

We raced around the massive middle container and repeated the process, adding the full weight of a third cube. When we were done, I could hardly see, and I felt like I was melting. I looked to my suit and was sure it was melting.

Mary had been following along, making sure our tethers had enough slack, and we now reeled ourselves in fast.

We approached the ship, and I was about to green myself through the cargo door when Mae stopped. She unhooked her tether and smiled at me.

“Dean, I have to go activate one of the thrusters on the left side of that first cube. There’s no other way. The damage looked minimal, just some debris blocking it, I think.”

I didn’t know what to say. Janine’s duplicate watched me with wide eyes, and I reached up to her face. My glove sat on her face-mask for a moment. “Godspeed,” I said, and she floated out after the first cube. My suit was about to expire, and I pushed my pin. Green light enveloped me and I pulled my rope, emerging into the cargo bay.

Carey barked as my head came through, and when I solidified lying down and took my helmet off, he licked me fervently.

“Okay, boy, I’m glad to see you too.” I worried about Mae and ran to the front of the ship as I peeled off the suit.

“Did you know she was going to do that?” I asked Mary.

“Someone had to go in there and run the show.” Her voice was quiet. We zoomed in the screen on Mae and saw her struggling with the debris. She pulled free a hunk of it and the inertia pushed her away from the wall. I knew her suit would be breaking down, and I looked down to my own. It was almost melted and blackened all over. Peeling it off, I kicked it to the side, and didn’t feel much better in my sweat-soaked clothes. They were dirty enough at this point, and the smell just kept getting worse.

“Mae, come in. Get inside!” Mary yelled into the comm. There was no reply, and I figured the suit’s comm-system had worn down from the heat. I held my breath as we watched her, a feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach.

Mae’s small form floated away from the cube, and for a moment, I thought it was over. She was dead. Then she started to glow green and thrust at the wall. She passed through it.

“Everything good?” Magnus’ voice came through the speaker.

“We think so. We’ll have to see if Mae got to that thruster. If so, we might have a convoy,” Mary replied. “How are things with the rest of the containers?”

“They seem to be receptive to keeping our people alive. There are a couple of the Kraski hybrids that seem to know what they’re doing – the air, food, water, and triage business like we set up with the first one we crossed. I think this might have worked.” Magnus paused, and I was sure he was thinking about how many people would be dead in these things, and how many we’d seen die in their crashes with the sun.

“It’s okay, Magnus. We did everything we could. Now we have to make sure we get them home.” Then I thought of something that apparently had slipped our minds up to that point. “We have, in these things, the whole world’s population. Scientists, engineers, astrophysicists…all of NASA. I mean, we can get some help now. It isn’t all on our shoulders any longer.” As I said the words, I felt some of the pressure lessen, and I also felt every minute of the past week hit me. I needed sleep. We all did.

“Come in, Mary,” a familiar voice came through the speaker, though there were many of the clones that sounded the same. I prayed she had made it.

“Mae?” Mary asked tentatively.

“Yes, it’s me. You guys better get over here. Bring weapons!” The transmission cut off.


TWENTY-NINE

“Carey, stay here. We’ll be right back,” I said, knowing he would be safer on board than whatever we were heading into. He looked at me, probably doubting my words, but slumped down to the ground, head between his outstretched paws.

Mary and I both had suits on as a precaution, and we exited the ship into a massive cargo bay. Mae had told us where the dock would be, but she wasn’t sure if the wall was breached or if it would be safe to breathe there or not. The room was empty and just a couple of lights were on, giving the room a quiet, eerie feel to it. It was much the same as the Kraski mother ship, which really didn’t surprise me.

We made our way to the far wall, where I guessed there would be a hall leading to the middle of the container. My guess paid off, and I was glad they’d kept some of the same plans as their own large vessel.

“We should be able to get to the heart of the ship from here. Magnus and I didn’t even think of this when we visited the first one we found stranded a way back. Now we know better. It sounded like Mae needs our help, and quickly.” I led the way, gun unslung from my shoulder and firmly in my grip. Mary followed suit, looking much more at home with a gun in her hands than I did.

“I’m guessing the hybrids weren’t too happy about us blowing out their thrusters. They were ready to run into the sun – the ultimate sacrifice to a race that never really cared about them. Mae might be in over her head. She didn’t even have a gun,” Mary said, hurrying down the hall. The floors were the same metal grating from the Kraski ship; our runners made almost no noise on it.

We kept moving until I saw a symbol I recognized from when Drendon had brought us to that central bridge room.

“This way,” I called, and we exited to a set of stairs. Doors slid aside for us and I almost retched at what we found. Bodies were piled high in the large room. There must have been thousands of dead just in this room alone.

“Over here!” we heard someone call. “It’s me, Mae.”

Mary’s jaw was set firmly, obviously affected by all the death surrounding us. We walked over, guns raised at the hybrid. She looked worse for wear, hair partly singed and skin a shade of black.

“Mae, what’s going on here?” I asked, voice thick.

“Since we stopped the crew from running into the sun, they’re moving room to room, killing everyone still alive. I’ve been hiding but made it to a comm-station so I could reach you,” she explained.

Hitting some triggers on my suit, I moved my suit’s comm to Natalia’s ship.

I explained the situation to her and Magnus, and when Magnus said he was coming to back us up, I had to calm him down. “Listen, buddy, you’re the only two out there who know what the hell happened and how to get us back now. We’ll try to contain things down here, and we’ll see you soon. I’ll keep you posted. Get every one of those damned containers some sense of stability. When we’re done here, we’ll want to start moving everyone away from the sun, before it does long-term damage to these hulls.”

“Never thought I’d be taking orders from some bean counter, but here we are. You better keep me posted. See you on the other side. Over,” Magnus replied.

Mae was unarmed, and we kept her behind us.

“How many are there? Same as the other ship?” I asked, sure there were about a dozen. I could see their lifeless bodies when I closed my eyes for a deep breath. We were about to do it again, but this time, their threat was imminent.

Mae urged us forward, pointing down the hall. The hallway had no air flowing down it, and it smelled stale, and I could have sworn there was blood in the air. In a few minutes, we could hear screaming. Mary dashed ahead of us, gun raised. She looked like a superhero from the comics I’d read as a kid as she ran for the doorway and opened fire. I caught up and saw that she’d found the hybrids unaware and from behind. Shooting someone in the back wasn’t the most glorious way to do it, but every second saved a few more of our people. They were huddled in the far corner of the dim room; the dead were spread across the floor. I wondered how many rooms were full of bodies thanks to these monsters. Then I fired.

I shot at them as they turned to see what was happening. Five were down before they could get a shot off, but red beams blazed at us moments later. The doorway crumbled from the impact, and Mae and Mary ducked back the way we’d come. I dove and hit the ground on the other side of the entrance. Beams bore down on the hallway walls as the last remaining aliens tried to clear the way.

We held our fire for a brief time, waiting to see what was coming. Our positioning was poor, as we would be in each other’s crossfire. Not sure what the best move was, I decided to slink down to the ground some way, and fire to the right side should they come out. My mask was still on, and my heavy breathing was beginning to fog it up. I wanted to take the damn thing off, but every moment was precious here.

I could hear groans from the room, but they had ceased firing, at least. Mary looked at me, worry etched in her eyes. Her mask was off, and her gaze at me was only for a few seconds. It hit my gut like a ton of bricks. She started to walk into the doorway, gun aimed forward. She paused, jaw hanging down. “Bob?” I heard her whisper.

There was no way I was going to lose her. I ran for her as the first red beam flew from her gun. A volley of shots came from inside the room as I tackled her down, sending my gun flying down the hall. We hit the ground hard, and something didn’t feel quite right on my back. I could hear footsteps clanking down towards us.

“Not going to happen today!” I heard someone yell, then more fire sprouted around us. Mary was beside me, shooting at them. I felt her get up to her feet, but I was still face down on the ground. I couldn’t seem to move for some reason. Mary was screaming now, a primal shout I hadn’t known was possible from her.

After what felt like long minutes, the firing stopped. All I could hear was heavy breathing and the clatter of something falling to the ground. I struggled to turn my neck, but a searing pain shot through my body.

“Mary, it’s over. That should be all of them. It’s okay,” I heard Mae tell her.

A hand pressed on my shoulder, and Mary rolled me over carefully. She looked at me with her big brown eyes and tears were falling down on me. “Dean, are you okay?”

“I think so,” I lied. Truth was, I could hardly move, and something was definitely wrong.

“You fool. I was going to be the one to save the day, sacrifice myself for you guys and all the people here. Then you had to go ruin it and keep me alive. I can’t believe you did that running tackle.” Her voice was soft as she spoke.

“Some of them are alive!” Mae rushed down to the next room, where a head poked out of. The face was dirty and gaunt. I remembered that much. “We’re here to help you. Don’t worry, everything will be okay. We’re going to bring you home.”

Hesitantly at first, groups of people began to emerge from the container’s storage rooms. Eventually the halls were filled with people, and Mae was barking orders. Mary was still holding my hand and before my vision went black, I saw her beautiful face smiling at me. “We did it, Dean. We did it.”


THIRTY

I awoke in a dark room. My back spasmed, and I realized I must have slept on it wrong. What was I supposed to be doing today? I tried to recall and couldn’t. I had a tax file for the O’Sullivans to do, and was I meeting James later for beers and the Yankees game on his new sixty-incher?

I heard a dog bark in the distance and wished that Susan wouldn’t let Carey do that so early in the morning. It had to be dark out still; otherwise, light would be seeping through my never-quite-closed curtains. I reached out for my alarm clock and my arm kept moving through the air. Where the hell was my nightstand?

When I tried to turn, my back screamed at me and failed to comply. I started to panic. My eyes were adjusting, and now I could make out the outlines of the room, and this wasn’t my bed. My mind felt groggy, muddy with images. Ships coming out of the sky, big black cubes lowering in the dawn skyline, and green light, grasping at my friend as he was pulled through the ceiling.

“Hello! Is anyone there?” I yelled at the top of my lungs. I tried to move again, and this time pushed with my left hand. I propelled myself to my side, my back in agony the whole time. I fell forward and was too late catching myself. Before I knew it, I hit the ground, my hand coming up just in time to protect my face. I didn’t know what was wrong with my motor skills. I heard a hiss and what sounded like a sliding door. Light poured in and the clink of metal headed toward me.

I tried to look up and got a face full of dog tongue as a reward. “Carey?” He yelped a bit and licked me some more.

“Dean, what happened?” a voice asked. Hands grasped me under the arms and helped me back onto the bed.

“Janine?” I asked, looking at my wife. My memory flickered and I saw the hospital, and that final moment in our bed, then the coffin at the service.

“No, Dean. It’s Mae.”

“What happened to me?” I asked, still unsure where exactly I was.

Her face was grave. “You were hit. In the spine.”

“Dean?” a new voice asked from the doorway.

Seeing her standing there, with light pouring in behind her, I felt my heart ache.

“Mary,” I said, remembering all of a sudden. I recalled seeing her ready to sacrifice herself to save us and the people in that room, and then she’d seen a hybrid who’d looked like her husband Bob. That pause was enough to almost get her killed, and apparently almost enough to get me killed too.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Well, I’m confused and my back hurts like hell, but I’m alive. What’s happened?”

“We killed them all and brought you into the bridge. You were out, and it wasn’t good. It seems you took a shot right in the spine. We got you onto a cot and scoured for a doctor. This ship picked up its load from Egypt, so we had a hell of a time finding someone who understood us. Once we had a translator, we found a doctor.” She paused and held my hand. “He said if you didn’t die, you would be paralyzed.”

I wiggled my toes and fingers just to be sure, and they all moved. “But I’m not,” I said, maybe a little too defiantly.

“No, you’re not. We did the only thing we thought might help.” Her eyes told me she was scared to tell me something.

“What is it?”

“We injected you with hybrid blood. Mae had heard of some of the hybrids on Earth healing their partners of illness or ailments without them knowing, using their own blood. We didn’t know if it would actually work…but it seems to have.”

Hybrid blood. I really didn’t know what to say. How could having an alien transfusion be any worse than being paralyzed? It seemed a fair trade-off to me.

I looked at Mae. “Was it yours?” I asked quietly.

She nodded. “It was mine.” I could see she looked drained, even a little pale in the dark room.

“Thank you. How long have I been out?”

“Four days,” Mary said.

“Four days! What’s going on? Are we on the way home?” I couldn’t believe I’d slept through so much.

“Calm down, Dean. We have the world’s best and brightest at our disposal. We’ve appointed leaders to each container, and the dead have been isolated to a few floors on each ship. Mini-hospitals have been made, and we’ve distributed the small rations we found. More are going to die on the way home. We simply don’t have enough food and water, and we’ve had more than a few incidents. Bad people are still bad people even in crisis, it appears.” I left it at that, because I understood what she was implying.

“How many? How many are dead?” I needed to know.

“Dean, don’t worry about that now. You just worry about resting and getting better. In a few hours, you can come and see our progress. We’re only two days away from home,” Mary said.

Her avoidance of the question was enough to know that we’d lost a lot of them. Earth would never be the same.

She kissed me on the lips, and I was self-conscious of how dry mine were. And how my breath must smell like a rotten tomato, but she lingered on them for a moment and smiled at me after, a cool hand on my face.

“I’ll come back in a bit with some food. Have a rest. Carey will stay with you.” She walked away, and Mae followed her.

Carey jumped up onto the small cot with me and curled up between my legs. I lay there in the dark, my mind reeling at everything that had happened. Closing my eyes, I could swear I felt the other blood coursing through my veins. But even now, my back was better than it had when I woke up. Slowly, I drifted into sleep.

______________

Four Years Ago

I was on the couch watching the Pirates destroy the Yankees on a cool fall Sunday afternoon. “Sunday in New York” was blasting from the Yankee stadium speakers and the announcers were talking over the song, complaining about the weak bullpen this year. I agreed with them, but I always laughed at the overweight, middle-aged guys telling the world how a team should play better.

The doorbell rang, and Janine hurried from the kitchen to answer it. I took a sip from my now warm Brooklyn Lager, and the room started to spin. I glanced to the door and saw Bob step in, looking frantic. Bob, the name almost came out of my throat, but it refused to emerge. Was there something in my beer? Maybe food poisoning?

They spoke in hushed voices, and I didn’t put much thought into it as my eyes closed and the hum of the commentators shrank in my eardrums.

“Don’t worry about him, Bob. I put something in his beer. You know I hate doing this to him. Can’t we just talk when he’s at work?” Janine’s voice carried over to me.

“It couldn’t wait.”

“Well, what is it?”

There was a pause. “Plans are changing. I think we need to move to plan B. Teelon’s plan.”

Silence. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. The Kraski are desperate, and they won’t stop until they find a new home for themselves. I know some of us feel like we owe them, like they’re our parents, but the truth is, they’ve done nothing but grow us in a lab and send us out to do their dirty work. The Deltra want to help the humans. We have no choice but to trust them.” Bob’s voice was a hurried whisper. The kind that wasn’t really a whisper at all, but I could hardly process what they were saying. The room was still spinning.

“So it’s true? The Kraski homeworld is gone?” Janine sounded like she was on the verge of spilling tears.

“Yes. It’s true. Billions of them were killed before they could board the transport vessels. Word is the Valiant got away, and they took the vessels with them.”

“Why take the transport vessels if they don’t have the population to move any longer?” Janine asked, voice strained.

“Take a guess. Humans. They’re going to take everyone off the planet, turn off the Shield, and voila. They have a new world. Sounds simple enough, right?”

“So we play along, but in the end, switch sides and do what Teelon says. Get our people… our spouses,” she paused, “to get to the Shield, bring it to the Valiant, and kill the Kraski. Then the Deltra will bring the humans back, and everyone lives in peace and harmony. Sounds like a long stretch, but I do trust Teelon. He hasn’t given us a reason to not believe him.”

I heard their words, but they seemed to flow in one ear and out the other.

“Will Earth be safe from the Kraskis’ enemies?” Janine asked. “They’ve destroyed billions of lives, countless planets.”

“The Kraski think they have technology to prevent leaving traces to follow, but they’re worried about being crossed. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Deltra, the Kraski, or even one of us has been turned. If that’s true, then there’s no hope. Earth’s destruction will be inevitable.”

I tried to cling to their words, but I was falling deeper into sleep. I drifted off fully, and when I woke, I shook my head clear, and saw the game was well over.

“Was someone over, honey?” A vague recollection that was probably nothing more than a dream stuck in my brain like cobwebs.

Janine walked in smiling and set a cup of coffee down in front of me. “No. You just dozed off watching the game.”

______________

My eyes sprang open, remembering that fall day like it was yesterday. I struggled to wake up and managed to get on my feet, looking like nothing more than a surfboard, I was sure. I tried to walk but ended up moving my feet like I was “walking” an appliance. Slowly, I made it to the door, which slid open for me. Carey followed closely as I made my way down the hall.

“Mary!” I called, until someone came to me.

“Who are you looking for?” a young boy asked me with a thick accent. His clothes were dirty, but I couldn’t help feeling relieved to see another human standing and healthy.

“Mary? Do you know her?”

“Of course, we all know her. She saved our lives. Does that mean you’re Dean?” he asked, smile growing wide.

“That does. Do you know where she is?” I asked, feeling my back twinge. It was much looser than it had been, and moving seemed to help.

“This way.”

I followed slowly into a room where Mary was sorting through supplies.

“Mary,” I said, and she turned to me. “Son, can we have a moment?”

The boy shyly looked away and ran down the hall.

“Dean, what are you doing up?” she asked.

“I don’t think it’s over. There’s another threat.”


THIRTY-ONE

The Jeep stopped in front of my house. There was so much to do, but I had no doubt we couldn’t pull it together as a whole. From rotten food in everyone’s fridges, to worrying about pets, things would get back to normal for many of us. The past couple days had been hard but wonderful at the same time. Over half of the world’s population was dead, either by running into the sun or from illness on the vessels, like dehydration and lack of sustenance. It was horrific. Stories were coming out about everyone’s time on the vessels, and references to great wars, and hiding on boats to come to America were compared. But there was no real comparison. Earth would never be the same again.

Carey trotted along with me, and I felt tears welling in my eyes as I remembered looking over the lists. Susan, my neighbor, was among those lost in the Event. That was what they were calling it now. The Event. As if there was any name that could justify the real truth of it all. Most people still didn’t know what had happened, they were just glad to be alive and back home. Some ships fought to land elsewhere, not willing to go back to their countries if given a choice. With so much open space now, it was agreed that Canada, the US, and some European countries would take in refugees at this point. I wasn’t sure that the whole world wasn’t in refugee status now.

Carey started to go to his old house, and I knew I would let him in soon enough, but for now, I urged him to my house, and he happily obliged. I grabbed a few things, clothes mainly, and locked back up. This wasn’t my home any longer, and I doubted I’d ever live here again. I had a new life organized. I went back to the Jeep, where armed guards were waiting. It was a couple hours’ drive to New York, even though they’d already begun the highway clear-up. The vehicles had been left with keys in them, most running out of gas, so they’d had to bring tankers, fill them up and drive them away to large fields. I would let the bureaucrats worry about the logistics of getting people their cars back.

A few hours later, I walked into the UN building in New York for the first time. Magnus, Natalia, and Mary were waiting in the lobby and I ran to them, enveloping my partners in crime in a massive group hug.

“Am I ever glad to see you guys,” I declared.

Everyone looked well-rested and clean. Magnus almost looked a different man, clean-shaven and with a tie on. I supposed I probably did too. I looked down and saw Nat and Magnus’ hands intertwined, and I gave them a grin.

“Are you guys ready for this? We tell our story, then the world tries to start over,” Mary said.

“I’ll just be glad when it’s all over. I want nothing more than to disappear and let the government worry about everything now. Don’t we deserve that?” Natalia asked, and I was still surprised to hear her voice.

I had a feeling that it wasn’t quite over for us but kept it to myself. We headed into the UN General Assembly Hall, where massive screens were set up, playing live feeds of the largest mass funeral in the world’s history. From around the world, we were sending the dead back into space on the vessels. I had been amazed at the support for the idea, with so many conflicting religious beliefs out there, but everyone seemed to be okay with it. Cleanse the planet instead of burying three or so billion people.

We watched as the containers, as we had called them, lifted into the sky and were remotely sent out of the atmosphere and into space. This took over an hour, and many were openly weeping. I thought of my mother, who hadn’t made it, and countless others who were huge parts of my previous life, now floating in space. I was glad to know that my best friend James was among the survivors, and I was looking forward to seeing him again.

In the room filled with the world’s top surviving leaders and ambassadors, we spoke our side of the Event. Everyone listened with wide eyes, and many times, there was clapping, as if we needed the praise. We didn’t. When it was all done, they spoke of forming a world government. It was the only way to have a unified presence in a universe much vaster than we ever knew. NASA spoke of duplicating the technology we had now, and then hours after we started, I was finally asked the question I’d been waiting for.

“Dean, can you please describe this threat you mentioned?”

I swallowed and spoke what I knew about the Kraskis’ enemy. In this case, I didn’t think the enemy of our enemy would be our friend. My pulse raced as I talked, my new hybrid blood coursing through my body. I knew it wasn’t over for me. I reached over and held Mary’s hand.
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ONE

I could hear him coming from the main level, his nails click-clacking on the hardwood floors. It was his morning routine: step on my chest, lick my face, sniff Mary, and then hop down off the bed. I think he checked the back door, then the front, then a quick peek through the window. He was checking if his previous owner, Susan, was there. She wasn’t.

I felt his pain. It was the same pain most of the world was feeling, after half of us hadn’t survived the Event. We all opened doors expecting to see someone we knew, only to see their bedroom empty. I had to stop myself at least twice a week from dialing my mom’s phone number, and that wasn’t an easy revelation to live with. The pain of loss was widespread, but the whole thing had left humanity stronger than they’d been in a long time; maybe ever.

Mary rolled over and rested her head on my chest. “You know we don’t have to go today,” she said, nuzzling in closer.

“I think we should. Plus, it’ll be good to see Magnus and Natalia again.” I stopped, and Mary turned and looked me in the eyes.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I actually think it’s time to move on. I can’t live here anymore. Not after all that’s happened, and I know it must be a little weird for you to be here too.” Even though I’d changed the furniture when Janine had died, I knew deep down the whole scenario wasn’t ideal for either of us.

“Dean, it’s okay. It’s not like we’ve lived permanently in any of these places over the last year. At least the house has more room than my condo in Washington, and Carey seems to be happier here. But I think he’d be happy wherever we take him,” she said with a smile. On cue, the spaniel hopped on the stool at the end of the bed and catapulted onto my stomach.

“Okay, Carey, what do you say? Want to come to New York with us today?” I asked the now-rolling-around dog.

“I think that means yes,” she answered for him.

Less than two hours later, we were loading the truck with our bags, for the second time in a month. It would be nice to settle in somewhere, but we had to figure out just what we wanted to do. The economy still didn’t know what it was doing, and the world powers were contemplating a global currency. There were so many empty properties now, and some estates had nowhere to go, whole families gone at the same time.

Looking around the living room, I slowly closed the door, breathing out, somehow feeling like this was the last time I’d see my house. If I’d learned anything over the past twelve months, it was to trust my gut. I locked up and glanced toward the truck. Mary was in the passenger seat with Carey sitting beside her. They were both looking at me, and Mary gave me a soft smile. Her smile managed to make me feel like a teenager again. There was a warmness I’d never known from a woman before, and I couldn’t help but feel like we were meant to meet and stop the invasion. It made us strong. It connected us forever.

Soon we were heading down the road, passing the church down the street, driving down the road I’d seen James getting almost beat up on, the day they arrived. It felt like yesterday at times, and like a decade ago at other times.

Stories had come out of the horrors from the cube ships. At the time, we hadn’t given it a lot of thought, but it made sense later. Once everyone realised they were on ships going God knew where, the trouble began. There were stories of fights, murder, riots, and rape. No one was safe from the events, and it made humanity take a good look in the mirror. There were countless survivors with stories to tell, and thousands of people were arrested afterwards. It was another gray area with no proof and no trials. There were a lot of lawyers and people smelling profit, but the government didn’t allow this.

Their process seemed to have worked, and the arrested were left on an island, fenced off from the world. It was either that or shoot them back into space, all in a transport vessel like they’d done their atrocities on. Everyone knew there must be some innocents among them, and guilty among us, but it was the best they could do at the time.

Safety was imperative after the hell everyone had been through.

My hometown was almost a ghost town. Most people had left for the big city, and over half of the town had died up there. Being a bedroom community, we had a lot of elderly; they were the first people to go, with no water, and as the illnesses spread like wildfire, only twenty percent of people over seventy survived the journey. Things had changed on Earth.

We cruised down the highway, and for a moment, it felt like a weekend drive to the city. But it seemed, nowadays, it was never just a drive to somewhere. There was always an underlying tension to life. While I was thankful to be alive and have people around me again, we all knew there was life out there, and they weren’t our friends. It was like a constant buzz in your ear… knowing. We knew a lot more about them, thanks to Mae. Half human, half Kraski. We just called them hybrids, which Mae claimed to not find offensive.

“Honey, what do you think they want to see us for?” I asked for at least the third time since they’d called Mary.

“Still not sure. But I’m hoping it’s to give us a mansion on an island to retire to,” she quipped.

“Well, if we’re going there with Magnus and Nat, I hope we don’t have to share a house with them too.”

We neared the city, and I saw the large area of fields filled with cars. All around the world, there were similar areas. Once everything had settled, the cleanup began. One of the most trying things had been clearing the empty cars off the roadways. If they weren’t claimed, they were towed into fields, where mobile crushers would eventually come and recycle the materials. The world was in a state of flux, and it was doubtful everything would be straightened out for years to come.

“It’ll be good to see Mae too. I hear they’re doing some amazing things, tech-wise. I guess there have been some dramatic medical advances just from the computers on the ships.” I could see Mary look at me from my peripheral vision. I still had this nagging suspicion she was a little jealous of the fact that Mae was the spitting image of my dead wife, but she had never acted strange about it, and she and Mae had become fast friends.

“I heard, and I doubt they’re even leaking half of what’s really going on. Top secret. But I have a feeling your charm can get us the inside scoop when we get to D.C.,” I said with a wink.

“We’ll see. If I can be honest, I want to see what kind of reverse engineering they’ve done with the Kraski ships we have. I mean, this could really shrink our universe,” Mary said, a twinkle in her eye.

“I’m happy with a small universe… a tiny one, in fact. One that just involves the east coast: you, me, and this pup here.”

In a quick thirty minutes, we arrived in the Upper West Side. As we passed the museum, I thought back to the moment I saw the ship above the truck, and Ray running at me. I’d forgiven him a long time ago for what he did. Vanessa had convinced him to turn the Shield off, and he thought he could save his family for it. We were no worse for wear, but Ray was dead, and his family would never see him again. We never told anyone what happened that day. It was thought he was killed by the Kraski, and I intended it to stay that way.

Even though it was New York on a weekend, I still found a parking spot on West Central Park. It would have blown my mind a year ago. Now the vacant streets just made me remember all we’d been through. We got out of the truck and soon we were taking a nice walk through the park, and it felt great. Carey pulled at his leash, sniffing everything he could along the way.

“What if we just got a place here? A condo on the park?” I gazed back at the beautiful buildings to the west of us, peeking at us from above the trees. “We can walk Carey, go for runs in the park… see a show every now and then.” I tried hard to sell it.

I wasn’t sure what Mary would say, but she just smiled at me and held my hand. “I think that’s the perfect idea.”

“So do I,” I said, and we walked the rest of the way in near silence, just enjoying ourselves.

The Boathouse was coming up quickly, and I could spot Magnus’ red hair from a way away. He came trotting toward us, and Carey growled a bit as he saw a shape rushing at us. When he saw who it was, he turned into a wiggling mess.

“Dean! Mary!” He grabbed Mary and squeezed her, spinning around. “How have you two been?”

“Buddy. We talk every couple days,” I said, laughing at his excitement.

“I know, but we haven’t seen you guys in weeks,” he said, motioning to Natalia coming down the sidewalk toward us.

Mary waved to her, and I saw Nat’s eyes light up just a little bit. She was a closed-off person, and even though she had started to talk again during the events of last year, she still said few words, at least in public.

“Hi, Nat,” I said, and gave her a light hug. She smiled and hugged Mary. Before we knew it, we were sitting on the patio by the little lake by the Boathouse, watching a few couples idly paddle by in rented canoes.

Mae walked in as we were finishing our meals. I had a flashback to the night I’d seen Janine here for the first time, eight years earlier. My throat closed up a bit, and I pushed aside the feelings and memory. So much had changed since then.

“Sorry I’m late. We had something come up last night,” she said, sitting down at the table. We cleared a spot for her, and after waving the waiter over, she ordered a latte. “I can’t get over the luxuries of Earth. We were used to protein slop up there.” She pointed to the sky and my stomach tightened.

“What happened?” Mary asked.

“You know how our group is still under surveillance, right? Well, a couple of the ones I had marked as potential dissidents have been meeting secretly. Of course, they have no idea the government is watching them. They’re tired of being confined out on Long Island, but most of us understand the concern. We were piloting your people to their deaths.”

“Most of us know you guys were doing what you thought was best. And almost all of you have been more than amiable since arriving on Earth. Sharing knowledge and being productive members of New Earth.” Magnus said this, and the name some people had been giving our planet sent shivers down my spine. If anything, this was still old Earth. Perhaps half-Earth. That might have been more fitting. The planet was still the same; it was the people that had changed.

“Well, we’ve been keeping an eye on them, and last night the mics picked up a name. Not one anyone on this planet wants to hear about. The Bhlat.” She said the last in a hushed tone, and we were all leaning in around the table. Damn. We’d learned a lot about the race from Mae and the other hybrids, but it still seemed like only a little.

“The Bhlat? Why would they be sneaking around discussing that?” I blurted, and the answer came to me before the words were out of my mouth.

“It seems to be the game these days. The Deltra infiltrated the Kraski, and the Kraski hybrids like us. It seems only fitting that somehow the Bhlat had gotten to someone on the Kraski before they evacuated their planet.” Mae stopped and looked at each of us before continuing. “If you thought the Kraski were bad news, you were wrong. They were just low-level compared to these guys. Sure, they took the Deltra and treated them like slaves, but they kept most of them alive. The Kraski only decided to kill all of humanity near the end. Those transport vessels were supposed to bring their people with them. That was, until the Bhlat came and destroyed them.”

We knew this story, but it still drew us in: a huge intergalactic war we were now a part of.

“If these guys find out where Earth is, it’s only a matter of time,” Mae said.

“Do you think there’s any way to prevent it?” Magnus asked, chest puffing out a bit.

“I hope so. I’m starting to like this world.”


TWO

The trip to Washington went by fast. Mae rode with us, and Carey sat in the back with her. She had started off cautious of the animal, but had quickly warmed to him, and now they were old friends. Carey rested his head on her lap as we raced down the interstate to the capital city.

I drove to the Capitol building. The sun shone bright in the sky, and for a moment, I thought I saw something. Was it a ship? Then my panic subsided as I recognized the shape. It was an airplane. Flights had begun six months after the Event, and though most of them were still commissioned flights by world powers, they were becoming more and more common to see.

As we approached the Capitol, I was in awe of the beauty of it. There was something about classic architecture that appealed to me. Domes and pillars. They were a sign of strength.

We stopped at a security booth and we all showed our passes to the guard at the gate. He frowned the whole time and gave me a double look before heading into his little booth. He made us wait good a five or so minutes, before grunting that we could go on through.

“Nice guy,” I said sarcastically.

“We’ve all been through a lot. Try to not judge anyone too harshly,” Mary said, setting her hand on top of my right thigh. For a tough Air Force vet, she had a heart of gold and an awareness of other people that continued to inspire me to be better.

“Sorry, honey. You’re right.”

Standing by the front doors, we waited for Magnus and Natalia, who appeared to be having an argument with the same security guard in the parking lot.

When they got to the entrance, Magnus was still red, and Natalia was laughing at him.

“Don’t ask,” he muttered, and we entered. I’d been there many times, but the sight of the work put into it blew me away each time. A quiet, spectacled man greeted us and led us through the rotunda, and instead of making our way to one of the massive halls, we headed back into the library. The smell of old books, leather, and wood wafted to me and I wanted to stop and sit on one of the chairs, to relax with one of the ancient bound history volumes.

Instead, we were guided to a back door; the man guiding us unlocked it. Armed guards were at either side of the room, and they watched us with either interest or duty. Through it we went down a spiral staircase that was dimly lit by some ancient-looking wall sconces. I had a feeling we were heading somewhere few were allowed to see. Mary was behind me and she put a hand on my shoulder, giving me what felt like a reassuring squeeze. I turned back to her and lifted my eyebrow: a “what is going on here?” look.

“Dean, maybe we finally got invited to the Senate’s cigar club.” Magnus gave me a nudge with his elbow as we reached the basement level.

“This way,” the guide said, leading us down a long hall lit by the same sconces. It gave the hallway an ominous feel, and I felt like this was going to be more than a casual “thanks again for saving the world” meeting.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Natalia said quietly.

“Yeah, me too,” Mary replied, holding Carey’s leash as he looked around, sniffing everything he could get his nose on.

We were led through a mahogany double door and entered a room with a few people milling around a large table. I spotted the interim president, Patrice Dalhousie. Since the previous one hadn’t made it, nor had the vice president, someone had to fill the spot. There was talk of another election, but the polls showed everyone was happy with the way she was running things. A proper balance of philanthropy and economic stimulus, at least in my eyes.

The president noticed us and waved us over to the large table. She was a striking woman of middle years, jet-black hair in a conservative ponytail for the meeting.

“Welcome.” She smiled widely, and if I didn’t know better, she was genuinely happy to see us. She gestured to the empty chairs. “Please, have a seat.”

The other people around the room stopped their conversations and came, taking seats on the far side of the table.

“Would anyone care for refreshments? Coffee, tea?” she asked. I found myself taking an early liking to her. Where someone else might expect someone to do their simple tasks for them, she started pouring us coffees and passed the cream and sugar over to Magnus.

I sat down, sandwiched between Mary and Natalia. Magnus and Mae finished the group off to our right. I held my cup of coffee in my hand, waiting to see why we were here. I glanced at the rest of the group and thought some of them might be familiar, but I wasn’t sure. There was a man in uniform; a lot of medals hung from his breast. Before I could guess who they all were, Dalhousie stood up. The room was silent as she took in a breath.

“We have to talk about the threat at hand. We asked you five to come for your insight. You are the saviors of our race. We owe you so much. Everything. It’s because of your efforts that we’re here today. First off, we want to make sure you have everything you need. If there is something you’re lacking, let me know and I’ll personally take care of it if I have to.”

“One of the others left behind might have saved you,” I said, unsure why I felt the urge to say anything.

She shook her head, and a few others did as well. “I don’t think so. We were hours at most from driving into the sun. It was all on you.”

Over the course of the year, we’d found out there were eleven others left on Earth. Their stories were close to the same as ours, and they were from all over the world. Clusters from Africa, Australia, and even two from Canada. The closer the hybrid to the Shield, the more effect it would have on their health. The ones who tried to land in the southern US, or South America, died in weeks, sometimes. Turned out the ones from Canada were only a day and a half behind us. They arrived to find the Shield gone, and a few alien corpses. I tried to imagine how crazy that must have felt, and how gut-wrenching. They wouldn’t have known what happened or if anyone had succeeded. They found out a week later as the massive black vessels broke atmosphere and lowered to the Earth once again.

“Thank you for your generosity, Madame President,” Mary said.

“Please, call me Patty,” she replied. “Allow me to introduce everyone. On my left is General Joshua Heart. Beside him we have Jeff Dinkle, our head of White House Communications.” The man nodded at us, and I realized where I knew him. He had a talk show on one of the major news networks, where it wasn’t unheard of for him to discuss extra-terrestrials, or outer space in general. Not the farmers’ fields and drunken farmer interviews, but more of an intellectual, theoretical discussion-type show. There were a few sleepless nights a few years ago where I could recall being bleary-eyed and watching his show, thinking it unlikely we weren’t alone. Boy, was I wrong.

“Across from you is Allana Lockley, and her partner in crime, Harry Middleton. I’ll spare you the old-world titles they would have had within the government. They are our resident physics wizards, and finally, we have Clare LeBlanc and Trent Breton, engineers like none other,” Patty said, smiling wide.

It was an odd mix of people for us to be meeting with.

“You’re probably wishing I’d just get on with it.” She waited, and when no one replied, she continued. “We’re creating something of an Earth Defense Unit. We have delegates from around the world coming this week to convene and figure out a plan. The world will soon have a unified government. The one thing this Event has done is take down borders. Crime is down, we have space for everyone, war is almost non-existent, and we’re going to work as one to build a stronger world. One we’re going to protect with our lives.”

Magnus and Natalia were nodding, being sucked in by her words. I was getting a small knot in my stomach as she spoke, and Mary squeezed my hand.

“What does this have to do with us?” Mary asked.

“We need your help.” There it was, the favor, as if we hadn’t done enough for them yet.

“What exactly do you need from us?” I asked.

“We just want you to be on the team. The defense team. You four did something so amazing, and it showed strength, resolve, tenacity, and intelligence. Mae, you helped convince the others to save us, and continue to lead your kind. Perhaps sooner rather than later, we can have them intermingling with the rest of the world, rather than caged like they are. We’re sorry for the way it has to be now.” Patty looked sympathetic as she spoke.

Mae’s eyes glistened a little as she took it all in and responded. “We actually understand, and if I can be honest, appreciate the treatment. Most of us were ready to die and kill your kind just because we were trained to do it. We may not have thought it was right, but most of them are good people, and do want to be members of society. I can’t say that all of them are cooperating, but we’re keeping tabs on them.”

I drained the rest of my now-cooling coffee and set the cup down, the noise a little jarring in the pin-drop quiet room.

The man who’d guided us down here walked over from his spot by the door, and slid a panel on the wall, revealing a large flat screen. He touched it on the lower left side and a video loaded.

“What you’re about to see is what we’ve been working on for the last year. If we’re going to have a shot at defending ourselves, we have to be prepared,” Patty said, voice climbing as she spoke.

The video started playing and the camera showed a shot from the ground, probably filmed with a military vehicle driving. It was of a massive desert landscape, possibly in Arizona or New Mexico, or maybe even somewhere else in the world. As they moved along, we got sight of a huge building. It was hard to tell the actual size of it from this perspective, but I was guessing at least five hundred thousand square feet. Beside it was one of the gargantuan transport vessels. It sat on the ground, juxtaposition to the light sand, a black monolith looking out of place on our world. I thought back to the first time we’d encountered one of them in space, some way away from the sun. That’s where we met Mae… after killing all her counterparts. I had a lot of blood on my hands and wondered if there was any way I could decline whatever position they were going to ask me to fill. I knew I could never go back to being an accountant after all of this, but… I could be something else. I’d had enough of killing, that much I knew.

They got closer, and as they stopped, a vehicle akin to a large golf cart came to greet them. The camera showed the president and General Heart getting off the Humvee, with Harry and Clare in the cart. They loaded up into the unit and large bay doors slid open. Inside the building hovered one of the gray ships we’d flown in. The Kraski ships were there. Beside them were some black ships, similar in design.

“It turns out there were a dozen of these vessels in all the transport units,” she said, the camera showing them all lined up inside the huge open room.

“What are those?” Magnus asked, pointing at the black ships on the right side of the screen.

Patty smiled. “Those are prototypes. You see, the team here has reverse engineered some of the technology we found. It was quite amazing. I’ll let Clare describe it a little better.”

Clare stood up, her face turning a light shade of red before she started speaking. I wasn’t sure if she was nervous or just excited. “The things we found were quite remarkable. First off, you flew these ships.” She nodded to Mary and Natalia. “You know how amazing it was to fly something that doesn’t lurch or toss you around as it speeds up or slows down. These inertial dampeners, as we call them for a lack of a better term, are quite impressive. We learned how to simulate it and have tested it in our own units. After a few faulty runs, and a couple banged-up test pilots, we have it down to a tee.

“We’ve added tracking into each new ship, and” – the screen shot switched to a man putting on a suit, much like the ones I’d worn into space, only it appeared these fit humans — “the suits have been perfected. They have built-in communicators, and with the data from the ships’ computers we found, built-in translators too. We’ve tested them with the Kraski records, and the Deltra we had, and they work like a charm.” Clare smiled widely, proud of everything they’d accomplished.

“That’s pretty cool,” I said quietly. I, along with a couple others at that table, had experience with those Kraski suits, and imagined they would be much better-fitted to our bodies. I still didn’t want to be one of the people testing an air-tight suit in space for the first time. It was scary enough using one of them when I’d had no choice at all.

“To what end?” Mary asked. “Why are we doing all of this?”

The president turned to her. “They’ll be coming for us. We know that. We have to be ready for it. We’ll need ships, suits, communication…” She paused. “We’ll need weapons.”

My skin crawled and, for a moment, I thought I could feel the hybrid blood pulse through my veins, the transfusion they gave me to save my life still reminding me it happened. My back tensed then too; I tried to calm down and loosen my tight spine. Ever since that day, getting shot up by a hybrid that looked just like Mary’s dead husband, I got daily reminders of that moment. I always seemed to notice my back was just a little off when I thought about the Event; otherwise, I usually felt normal. Unfortunately for me, I thought about it a lot.

The video switched scenes, and it cut to large metallic gun-shaped devices in the field near the base. Large targets were on display in the distance. Had to be a few hundred feet away. The sound was silent; then we could hear a light whine. Before we knew it, the noise was constant and a red light widened like a sphere around the weapon shaft. One instant, it was there humming; the next, the shaft was gray again and a target far in the distance exploded.

“So, we have some badass guns. Good.” This from Magnus, my large red-haired friend. A smile crossed his face, and I couldn’t help but smile back at him being excited by this. The ex-mercenary was always hoping to blow stuff up.

“We have other things in the works too. Things the Bhlat can’t know about. My apologies about not showing them to you now.” She looked around the room, catching everyone in the eyes. “We have to be one hundred percent sure word won’t reach them. Sure, we’re in a safe room, but we can’t show all our cards quite yet.”

Mae’s upper lip twitched a tiny bit, probably undiscernibly to anyone else. I knew she wouldn’t hold it against the president, but she was still probably assuming the mole threat was her, since she was the only off-Earther there.

“Mae,” the president said, turning her attention to her, “we need you out in Long Island. We think there are some bad apples out there, and we can’t have that. The Bhlat name has been uttered on our surveillance a few times, and we need to know who’s saying that name, and who they’re saying it to. We also sensed a couple odd transmissions leave the area, and we have no idea where they came from or what kind of message was sent. I know most of them trust you. It might be tough to track down, but can you do this as your first task as a member of the Earth Defense?” She said it in an odd mixture of authority and hopefulness. I knew what Mae would say.

“Of course,” she said.

“We can go with you, Mae,” Mary said, reaching over and squeezing my hand.


THREE

The bar was my favorite kind. Lots of wood everywhere, and cold micro-brewed beer on tap. Carey joined us and the bartender almost told us “no pets,” until he recognized who we were. He didn’t say anything about it, just brought over a bowl with fresh water in it, and a piece of sausage. He quickly became Carey’s best friend. I looked around and thought about how much Ray would have probably loved it here too. My heart twinged at the memory of him.

“Earth Defense Unit. Who comes up with these names?” Magnus took a pull from his beer, spilling a little bit as he set the pint glass down with a fling of his arm. “It just sounds so ridiculous.”

Mary nodded but didn’t say anything, and I could tell she was deep in thought about the whole thing. She was probably leaning toward telling them no to the position, and I was leaning so far over, I almost figuratively tipped on my face.

“I don’t know, I think it’s fitting.” This from Mae.

“That’s because you aren’t from around these parts, m’lady. On Earth, it sounds like something out of a bad video game,” Magnus quipped.

“It doesn’t really matter what they call it. It’s probably necessary to have. But if they really want to honor us for saving the world, they might want to do it another way than shoving ships and guns in our hands,” I said, hoping I was on the same page as the rest of them.

Everyone was quiet for a moment, until Magnus barked out a laugh. “Dean, you’re something else. I’m with you one hundred percent. But what if? ‘What if’ has been playing an earworm in my head for weeks now. What if they’re right? What if these alien bastards are making their way here? The Kraski did it. Hell, the Deltra led them here in a centuries-long game. That means for hundreds of years, they’ve known about our world. That doesn’t bode well for us, my compadre.”

“So what would you have us do, Mag?” Mary asked, speaking for the first time since we’d left the Capitol building.

“I say we suit up, join this EDU, stop Earth from being invaded, and then kick back and retire on a beach with a stockpile of cigars and Canadian whisky.” He smiled widely, and I couldn’t help but get swept up in his enthusiasm.

“I’m in.” This from Natalia. Her eyes shone bright and she smiled at Magnus.

“I have nowhere else to go. We have a job to do,” Mae said. I knew she was probably hesitant to become a spy on her own for the humans, but she did seem to want to be helpful, and not only that, we all liked her a lot.

That was three in. I looked to Mary, who grabbed her beer, held it high and said, “Why the hell not? I’m in if you are, Dean.”

How could I say no, then? It was determined for me right at that moment. I was going to stay in the fight, be a part of the Earth Defense.

“I’m a little young for retirement. I’m in.” We all clinked glasses and drank deeply.

We had more than a few beers, followed by some food and a few more, knowing that the next day reality would sink in once again. We let loose, hit a dingy karaoke bar, and sang bad songs until way too early in the morning.

My head swam from the alcohol as we lay on the hotel bed, the three of us exhausted from a long day and an even longer night. I couldn’t help but feel like we were making the wrong choice.

_____________

“Dean, we’d better get up. We have to catch the train to New York in a few hours.” I heard Mary talking, but my head pounded and I couldn’t see her, considering my eyes were closed and I had half the bed’s blankets over my face. I pulled them down, squinting against the sunlight creeping through the blinds. The clock at the nightstand read nine AM.

Carey stretched at the foot of the bed, making a grumpy noise. He would be tired after all the beer-spilled floors he’d had to trudge through. I suddenly felt like a horrible pet owner. I’d make it up to him with a nice walk before the train ride.

“Long Island by this evening, then we go out to this secret area where the ships are being held,” I said, and Mary nodded. She looked no worse for the wear, and though she must have felt as bad as I did, she didn’t show it. I could tell she’d already showered and was surprised that I hadn’t even noticed her getting out of bed.

“I wonder how they keep that place a secret. I mean, did you see the size of that building, and the black transport vessels? They must have a no-fly zone or something over it.” Mary was packing her things up, and I knew it was time for me to get my slow-moving body out of bed.

I thought of the black cubes that had come down that ominous day. An omen of a new era for Earth. Then I could see them in space, some turning around, some burning up in the sun’s intense heat. Millions of lives snuffed out in an instant. Just like the Kraskis’ lives. They had come to our planet to rid themselves of us first, but it was a weight Magnus, Mary, and I would have to live with forever. The genocide of a race. I could feel my pulse racing and my head spinning. Over the past year, I’d thought about it many times, but never let myself dwell on it. There was too much going on, and I knew nothing could change what we’d done. I also knew that none of us would change bringing that Shield onto their ship. We’d done what we had to do.

Part of me still wondered if diplomacy could have worked. Was there any way we could have had a parlay with their leaders and made some sort of arrangement? Could we have all lived in peace: the Kraski, Deltra, and humans? Judging by the fact that they were all so eager to destroy each other, I doubted it. Still… the chance that it might have worked still lingered in the back of my mind, and it might always linger there.

I looked over at Mary after a too-long moment of silence and could tell she’d been thinking about the cubes as well. About the Kraski and the Deltra.

“We still have the hybrids. We can still try to stop these Bhlat from destroying us.” The idea of us having to help save the world again seemed ridiculous to me. Weren’t there more qualified people out there than a widow, widower, bodybuilder turned mercenary, and a former kidnapped mute woman?

She just smiled at me, a smile that crinkled her eyes just the right amount to feel the love emanating from her face. My heart melted, and the hangover suddenly felt less oppressive.

“Dean, meet Carey and me at the café down the street in twenty,” she said, reaching for his leash. Carey hopped off the bed and rolled around on the carpet.

A half-hour later, I rolled my luggage into the elevator and held the door as I heard someone call out. A prim middle-aged woman entered, bringing a waft of expensive perfume with her. She passed me without a glance.

“Lobby?” I asked, and she turned to me. A moment later, her jaw fell, and she blinked a couple times.

“Dean Parker?” she asked, her voice a squeak. I didn’t have any idea who she was.

“That’s me. I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met.”

“Of course we haven’t, but I know you. Everyone does. I was on thirteen.” She meant the number that later had been assigned to every transport vessel. There were books being written about each of the vessels, and what they’d endured. I wasn’t sure I could ever read them, knowing every delay I’d had on my journey had amounted to more deaths out there in space.

Something clicked in my head as I looked at her. “Wait. You’re Katherine Adams. I’ve heard the stories.”

She had the decency to blush, and that was something I didn’t expect from this woman.

“Yes. I’m tickled pink that you of all people would have an inkling of who I am. I just want to thank you for everything you did.”

“The way I hear it, you deserve a lot of accolades. You saved lives up there. You created a medical center and a police force, and helped so many people.” I wasn’t exaggerating. She was the real deal. Thirteen was a real inspiration, and once all the vessels had turned around and headed back for Earth, a lot of her ideas were implemented on the other ships. She was a hero.

The elevator chimed and the doors opened to the lobby. I once again stuck my arm out to hold the door as she went by, purse slung over her shoulder. She looked just like a woman on the way to a club in the Hamptons, and I couldn’t help but feel inferior for a moment.

“None of it would have meant anything if you and your friends hadn’t saved us all. We are forever in your debt.” She stepped in and gave me a hug. Not one I would have expected, rather a close, firm hug that you’d save for a loved one you hadn’t seen in a long time. I returned it with the same vigor, and I realized we had all been through so much. We each had a story now, one that we all shared, and this made us all closer.

We stood there in lobby, embracing like old friends for what probably was too long, and when we separated, she wiped a tear away with her hand. My heavy heart lifted at that moment. I knew we could rise above everything that had happened, and anything that would come against us.

She moved back as if noticing she might have overstepped some social boundary, but I put her at ease with a gentle smile that meant it was as much my hug as hers. “I’m really glad we got to meet,” I said, reaching for my luggage.

“Dean, if you’re ever in the area or just want to talk about anything, get in touch.” She pulled a business card out of her purse, and I flipped it in my fingers, rotating it to read the text. Survivor Support Family, it said in blue lettering across the white backdrop. Her name, email, and cell phone number were on there. It said “Founder” under her name. As if this woman hadn’t done enough, she was behind an international support group for anyone who needed it after all that had happened. I wanted to hug her again. At the same time, I felt shame for my own lack of effort over the past year. Just because I’d helped then didn’t mean I shouldn’t help what we’d salvaged.

“I will. I just know Mary would love to talk to you,” I said, meaning it, and she lit up. We parted ways, and I couldn’t help but feel an extra motivation for the next few days.

The walk was brief; only a few people walked around the streets that would once have been as busy as any in North America. Now it was almost empty, a shell of what it used to be. Things like corporations looking to appease shareholders almost ceased to exist, as did the stock exchange, but I knew it was only a matter of time before corporate greed and selfishness once again took hold, choking out the needy and separating the classes as always. If I was going to protect this world, I wanted to make sure the president was going to keep the world on track. I had never considered myself anything but a capitalist, but things had changed, and we needed to adapt.

I heard a bark, and right away knew it was my little buddy Carey. I used my free hand to wave to Mary, and she gave me the sweetest smile in return. I really loved that woman. Going through what we had together not only made us stronger as people, but we were so tightly bonded I worried what would happen to either of us if…something happened to the other.

I couldn’t go through it again.

“Hey, bud.” I heard Magnus’ voice boom at me from across the street, and Natalia waved over at us. They looked around and started to cross the street toward me when a police cruiser raced down the street, sirens blaring and cherries flashing. He pulled Natalia back just in time, as another car sped down the otherwise quiet road. Her luggage wasn’t as lucky. It lay flattened as another half dozen police cars passed over it, soon followed by a couple of ambulances.

When the commotion was over, I turned to see Carey and Mary beside me.

“What’s their rush?” she asked.

Magnus was now in the middle of the street yelling at the convoy of emergency vehicles, and Nat was dragging her bag to us on the sidewalk.

“Good thing I didn’t pack my favorite pants,” she joked, eyes conveying her humor. It was so nice to see her making wisecracks, considering the first few days I’d known her, she was hard and mute.

“The sirens are still loud, so they can’t be far from here. Let’s check it out, it might be coming from the White House,” I said, looking down the way and almost seeing the White House grounds. I’d almost forgotten we were only a half-mile from there.

We made our way down the road, the street getting busier with people as we approached the gated greenspace. There was a large group at the front gates, a man talking passionately into a bullhorn. Carey sidled up to my feet as we stopped, not liking the noise or the crowds. I knelt and petted him, scratching him on the ear, and assured him everything was okay.

“What do you think this is all about?” Mary asked our group.

Magnus shrugged. “Since the beginning of time, people have been gathering in town squares to complain about things. Why should that change now?”

We moved a little closer and could see the gates were closed. I tried to guess at the ever-growing crowd, and put it at around a thousand, but more were streaming in all the time. Someone had let the people of the city know there was something of interest going on, and I didn’t like the feeling the crowd was giving me. Finally, I saw some signs being thrust into the sky with angry vigor. Don’t forget the Event! Down with Dalhousie! Genocide is never okay! That last one stung me, and my breathing picked up. It was public knowledge that the Kraski had been destroyed, though the details of exactly how remained blurry. My name had been tossed around, of course, and I’d been asked for months by reporters and people on the street about my take on it. I refused to comment. Not because I felt regret for doing it, but because they would never understand that I had to do it. I didn’t have a choice. It was humans or Kraski. I chose my people, and it was something I would have to live with for the rest of my life. I was at peace with it.

Mary must have seen it too, because she reached over and touched my arm. I smiled at her briefly and tossed a look at Magnus. He was there with me. We turned the Shield on together, killing the last of a race. A bond from something so big, we would always be connected by it. He looked back, his lips pressed tightly together. He gave me a quick wink, like it was no big deal, and I really liked that about him.

“Hey, guys, check out that one,” Magnus said, pointing at a large green sign. Uranus or bust. At least some people still had a sense of humor.

As we moved through the people, I finally saw the man speaking into the horn. He was on a homemade wooden pedestal so everyone could see him. He wore his hair in a man-bun, and I could see the passion for what he was saying burn out through his eyes. He was an intense man.

“…Dalhousie is just like the rest of them, and maybe even worse. She brings with her the open air of concern and caring, but then gives preferential treatment to the elite, and if you break down her platform, she’s bringing the USA into a communist state!” he yelled into the speaker, and was cheered on by most of those around him.

I nudged up to Magnus and spoke just loud enough for him to hear through the crowd noise. “I don’t like the feel of this. Keep an eye out for a weapon. Our people are on edge these days, and this is just the kind of scene where someone will be pushed to do something they normally wouldn’t. And if they have the crowd behind them, it could get ugly.”

“I hear you, brother.” He gestured to his ankle, and I saw his pant leg was just a little more pushed out on that side. He was carrying. Probably not technically legal in the new D.C., but he was, after all, appointed to the Earth Defense Unit by the president herself. It made me wish I was carrying something too, all of a sudden. If he was, that guaranteed Natalia was too.

Mary pointed past the people. An entourage was coming from the White House. Soon I made out the dark hair of the president as she was flanked by numerous Secret Service agents. We were about thirty feet from her, but I could see her unease at having to deal with this. If I had to guess, she was advised to let them be and ignore the protesters. From my short interactions with her, I could tell she was passionate and thought her cause was just. She would do anything to have buy-in from the masses, and probably thought talking to them here would help do that. Looking around at the angry people, I wasn’t so sure.

She stopped and a podium was dropped off by a van, with a built-in microphone and speaker. Her voice came through crisp and clear in opposition to the guy’s cheap hand-held horn.

“Good morning, everyone. Times are changed now, and I’m not one of your old leaders. I want this to be a time of peace among all of us. We have to work together to accomplish this. The reality is, we have more to worry about than squabbles amongst ourselves. We must look to the skies and defend our home. To do this, we need to be a solid, cohesive planet,” she said, pausing as everyone had turned their attention to her.

“Then why is my brother locked up? He didn’t do anything up there. I know it.” The man turned to her as he spoke. Now his anger was coming a little clearer.

“We have dealt with the crimes during the days of the Event the best we could. Many people were hurt, raped, killed… I don’t know what you brother did, but we’re confident in our system. While it wasn’t one hundred percent effective, we had no choice but to punish those who harmed others during that strenuous time. What happened to us all gave no one the right to hurt another person. If anything, it gave the world an opportunity to help those in need, and many people did rise to the occasion.” Dalhousie was nailing it.

The man fidgeted from side to side, and he got closer to the gate, moving off his box. “You’re wrong. You’re wrong about everything.” He was only about fifteen feet from her now, and I could see the Secret Service guys tensing. Magnus had moved around and reached for his ankle. With no one else noticing, he’d slid his gun from his ankle to his belt on his back. Nat moved the other way, and they were on opposite sides of the guy. A shot fired, only it came from behind us, not from the bullhorn guy. Dalhousie was being brought down by her guards, and Magnus tackled the man at the gate. Another shot rang out, and Mary took off, leaving me with Carey. The crowd was on the ground very quickly, Mae and I among them. Twenty yards away, on top of a black van, was the shooter. I saw a pylon go flying toward him, and then Mary was climbing the hood of the van, rushing at him like a bull at a red cape.

Finally, I shook off the shock and passed Carey’s leash to Mae, running to the back of the van. He landed hard on the ground, and his rifle went flying. The van started to move, the driver evidently not wanting to get caught alongside the shooter. I was on the gun in a heartbeat, and Mary was jumping off the speeding van, rolling as she hit the ground. Holding the rifle at the man’s chest, I walked backward to make sure Mary was okay.

She was on her feet in moments, rubbing dust off her pants. “Thanks for the backup, Dean.” She smiled hard at me. By then, the Secret Service were all around us, one holding a gun at the two of us. I turned the rifle around and held it out butt first.

“I’ll be your backup anytime, if you want to take the climbing and jumping role,” I said, suddenly wishing we’d never made the trip to D.C.


FOUR

Dalhousie looked frazzled. The crowd had dispersed, rather than cause any problems. They had all been through a lot, and maybe the gunshots had been a reminder of their mortality. They’d all seen enough death. We stood in a quiet part of the White House never open to the public.

The bullhorn guy had been shot. The van had gotten away, but the surveillance cameras should have picked up some details. The shooter was in the next room, and so far, hadn’t said anything to the Secret Service agents.

“So why the hell did they shoot him? Were they just that bad at aiming?” the president asked.

I’d thought about it, and since we didn’t know anything about the shooter, or really the victim, we could only speculate.

“It could be they were trying to pin it on you guys. Someone spoke out, and the government swept in and shot them. Could be just enough of a spark to create a fire in the world today. I have to think there are groups out there who want trouble, so they can profit from chaos,” I said, probably on the right path with my thought pattern.

Magnus puffed up, looking angry. “I saw the same kind of thing a lot in eastern Europe. A lot of times, a group would try to get the people riled up about another group, typically government, and then while all the shit was going down, they’d fly under the radar. Weapons trading, financial scams, drugs… whatever makes money.”

Dalhousie nodded. “Magnus. Can you go in there and interrogate that bastard? I wouldn’t hold it against you if you let the perp think he killed that kid out there. I know he only grazed his arm, but let’s make him think there’s something terrible waiting for him after he’s out of here, unless he cooperates.”

“You got it, ma’am. Though I’ve only been on the receiving end of those things,” he said, watching me raise an eyebrow to his statement. “Nothing like that. It was just a misunderstanding,” he assured me. I couldn’t help but snicker and held it back after Mary frowned at me.

“Don’t we need a good cop for the game?” I asked.

“Are you volunteering, Dean?” the president asked.

I wasn’t but didn’t know if I could get out of it. I had no idea what to say or do in this situation.

“I’m not sure I’m the man for the job.” I could already feel the sweat dripping down my back.

“Sure you are, buddy.” Magnus clapped me on the back. “Nothing to it. Follow my lead.”

And just like that, I was heading for my first interrogation as an Earth Defense officer. I still hadn’t had my coffee yet. As if someone read my mind, a page brought in a carafe and a pile of paper cups. Just in time.

With a fresh cup of steaming Joe, I followed Magnus into the small office off the board room. The shooter was sitting on a chair, hands cuffed behind his back, his jaw resting on his chest. His head lay still, and I worried he might not be breathing, but when Magnus cleared his throat, the man’s mouth twitched.

“What’s your name?” Magnus asked gruffly. The man lifted his head but kept his mouth shut, glaring back at the unlikely pair before him.

“I said, what’s your name, soldier?” Magnus asked again.

The shooter’s eye spasmed at the word soldier, and I knew Magnus had struck a nerve.

Waiting a few moments for a reply that wasn’t coming, Magnus continued. “Army?”

Still no reply, but I could tell Magnus was on the right track. The man’s posture went from deflated to rigid and proud in less than a minute.

“Listen, the guy you shot is going to be okay. The president also doesn’t think you’re the brains of this operation, so just play along, and you might just get a slap on the wrist.” Magnus leaned over the small table, half covering it with his wide girth.

I doubted this guy was getting just a slap on anything, and we actually hadn’t heard back on the health of the gunshot victim, but since it was just a flesh wound, the odds were he was going home tonight.

Magnus was getting annoyed, and I could see a little vein start to pulse in his forehead. “Who. Sent. You?” he asked through his teeth.

The man averted his eyes again, and I knew it was time to change gears. I sat down on the plastic flip chair in front of him and quietly spoke. “What number were you on?”

Everyone left on Earth had been on a transport vessel just a year ago. The horrors they went through, and the pain of the losses, were still fresh in our minds. It was a simple question, seemingly harmless, but it would invoke a lot of memories, undoubtedly bad ones.

“Twenty-three. I was on twenty-three.” He made eye contact with me for the first time.

I scanned my memory of the records. I didn’t know all of them, but the American ones had more exposure here, so I’d heard tales.

“I’m sorry,” I said, putting my coffee down on the table. “You want a coffee?”

He looked up at Magnus and then back to me. His eyes then lowered to his hands, which were cuffed behind him, and he shrugged.

“Just give me a second,” I said, and left the room. I returned in a moment with the keys and a black coffee. They had given me a little grief about the tactics but were happy to see he was finally responding to something. They didn’t want to slow down any momentum I’d gained. Magnus just hung back as I undid the cuffs, happy to let me take the lead for now, but I knew he was ready for action should he be needed.

The man rubbed his wrists, just like they always did in every cop show I’d ever seen. For a second, I felt like I was behind the camera of one of those nineties shows where a bald cop with a moustache always caught the bad guys, and then slept with a woman way out of his league.

“Twenty-three was a tough run. Only something like thirty percent made it, I think?” I asked softly.

A shaky hand reached for the steaming black coffee and he took a tentative sip. “Thirty-four,” he corrected. “The third worst out of all of them.”

“Want to tell us about it?”

He looked like he was about to shut me down, but then something changed. His eyes softened, and I saw his shoulders slump ever so slightly. I knew we were all carrying around so much weight from the Event, and not everyone had an avenue to release the pain. Sometimes all someone needed to do was talk about it, and they could move on with their lives. Suddenly, I felt bad for the guy.

“I got back from the Middle East six months before…well...before they came. Wasn’t doing so hot. I tried to get a job, and all I could get was pushing a broom on a crappy strip mall construction gig. My wife was riding me to do better, like her being a hairdresser was this glorious crown-worthy enterprise.” He stopped, and I could see his eyes were getting wet. I assumed his wife wasn’t one of the lucky ones returning to Earth. “Anyway, things weren’t good between us, and when those ships came, I almost wished they would just end it. Blow us up. Make my memories mean nothing.” He took another sip of coffee.

Magnus was leaning in, listening intently to the truth we were witnessing.

“When they didn’t, we ended up being brought to twenty-three. Only then, we didn’t know where the hell we were, or what we were doing. I was in one of those rooms, and some people were in like some kind of coma or something. Stasis, I heard them call it after. Most of us weren’t. In there, we were piled up like livestock, people of every color, religion, and sex. The sick lay among the healthy. Someone gave birth the first day. I heard the baby girl is still alive and healthy. The small miracles.” He looked at me, seemingly embarrassed at showing vulnerability.

“Anyway. Sick people died, we had no food or water, and once we realized there were floor after floor of these cages, some of us explored and tried to find where we were. It was like a sick game. Metal grate floors, sliding hydraulic doors, and no aliens. No threats we could see. Just time. People were fighting, some loved ones found each other, and we tried to have a system where we separated people. The sick ended up on one floor, and as others weakened, they were moved there. Doctors and others tried to help, but there wasn’t much they could do with no supplies. It was terrible.” He took another pause, and I leaned back, taking a sip of my now tepid coffee.

His posture changed. “Then I saw them. The hybrids, as we call them now. A bunch of men and women who looked alike. They had weapons. A lot of us died trying to attack them. I didn’t bother. I knew they would mow us down like ducks at the firing range, so I hung back. Later, I followed them a ways and learned what floor they were on. The next day, I headed there, and one of them approached me from behind. I almost crapped myself.”

The stories of the vessels were hard to hear, especially since the few of us who didn’t get taken never had to witness it. We’d just seen the aftermath, and that was hard enough. I thought back to the first vessel we’d come upon on our way to the sun. The one where we’d found Mae… and killed the rest of the hybrids. Guilt rose from my gut and threatened to make me gag, and I pushed it back down. I had to do it. There was no choice.

The guy must have noticed me pale, and he raised an eyebrow to me. “Then what?” I asked, hoping to just move on.

“They brought me to a room, an off-limits area only they could get into. I thought for sure they were going to kill me. I mean, why wouldn’t they? I was spying on them. Instead, he offered me a seat and gave me a glass of water. I mean, at first, I expected it to be poisoned or something, but figured it would have just been easier to shoot me, so I drank it. Next, he plopped a bar of food in front of me. He didn’t talk, just set it down.” He looked at me guiltily. “I ate it. As soon as I took that bite and felt my stomach churn from finally having something inside it, I knew I was theirs. I felt guilty but didn’t care. The way I figured it, we were all dead anyway.”

I wondered what endgame the hybrids on that ship had. If they knew they were just crashing into the fiery depths of the sun in a few days, what use did they have for someone on the inside?

Before I could ask, he continued. “At first, they just asked me to keep an ear out for anything out of place. Revolts, that kind of thing. I did. A couple times, I overheard plans from the captives to attempt a coup d'état, and before they could, the alien hybrids always found out. No one had any inkling it was me.”

I noted how he called the people captives and didn’t seem to include himself among their ranks during this conversation. Magnus probably noticed too, judging by the frown he was wearing.

“More people died, and by the time I realized I should have been using my time thinking of ways to get one of their weapons to turn the tables, it was too late. The heroes of Earth showed up and stopped them from destroying us all. I lie awake at night telling myself that had they not come to save us, I would have found a way to at least stop our vessel. I know that I’m kidding myself, but it’s all I can do to sleep some nights.” He took another sip of his coffee and set the cup down with a shaky hand.

Heroes of Earth. The name had a silly ring to it, but it was one of the many things we were hailed as after the return. We were all quiet a moment, and the guy squinted as he looked from Magnus back to me. Recognition sank in, and he paled even more.

“It’s you.” His hands went to his face, covering it as he blew a deep breath out. “All this time, I’m spilling my guts about working for the enemy, and who am I telling it to? Two of the damn people who actually stopped them from killing us all. Listen, I know you’re going to judge me, but if I’d been on the outside, maybe I would have done like you too.”

“I believe you would have. What choice did you have?” I asked him, and I told myself I would never have done what he’d done if I were in his shoes. It was hard to convince my brain one hundred percent. I was worried he might clam up now, so I had to stay on his side. “We need to know about today. Why did you shoot that man?”

I was jumping ahead, but if I was going to lose him, I needed to hit the gas quickly.

“I’m sorry. They had me. In those few days, they made me one of theirs. I felt more at home with them, sneaking around infiltrating my own people, than I did pushing sawdust around for a living. I get it. Transference, or whatever the hell you want to call it. I was converted to some sort of new ideas, and at this moment, I finally see it for what it was. I’m ashamed,” he said quietly.

“So you were theirs, but after we got home, what happened? I’m missing something.” Magnus stood up, and I wished he would shrink back down to be less intimidating.

“Once you showed up, a couple of them were convinced of your story. They fought about it, I was told, but they all ended up going along with it. I think the hard-core Kraski fanatics had a hard time agreeing, but they saw an opportunity for something. They were the ones who kept me on their side. They played nice with everyone, and we’ve all heard the remorse from the interviews, and the hybrids over the last year, but if you think they all rolled over and forgot their roots, you’re kidding yourselves,” Clayton said.

Dalhousie had been right to keep them all isolated in their POW camp out on Long Island. The Russians had wanted them, but the world had voted on the US. Likely they would all have wound up dead by some accidental explosion, but if what I was hearing went where I feared, maybe that would have been the best alternative.

“I doubt anyone thinks they’re toothless,” Magnus said. “Can we get back to the shooting today?”

“Before we landed back on Earth, two of them told me they would be in touch. They gave me some sort of tracking device or something.” He pointed to the back of his neck. “Injected it in me. Didn’t hurt.”

Magnus stood tall again. “Is it still in there?” he barked.

The guy nodded. “Yeah, they contacted me a couple times, but not directly. Through a human, I think.”

That had to mean they had a whole damned network here. Dalhousie and the rest had every reason to be cautious around the hybrids. Mae was on our side, though, this I was sure of. Well, mostly sure of. But then again, I’d been sure Ray was with me too, until he’d tried to stop me at Machu Picchu.

“You’ve never met them or spoken directly with them since you’ve been back?” Magnus asked.

He shook his head slowly. “They’re all contained, as far as I know, so they can’t leave. All I know is I was told to meet another guy. He had a van and some guns. We were given a place and date and instructions. That was today. I was told to shoot the guy with the megaphone, then leave. Of course, you know how that went.”

“Ready to give us your name yet?” I asked.

“Clayton. Clayton Belding,” he said.

“I’m not sure what’ll happen to you, Clayton, but we do appreciate you being forthright with us. One last thing before we leave the room. What are the names of your hybrid contacts? The ones who kept at you after we arrived to bring you all home?” I reminded him about the saving part again.

He looked like he was scared or worried to tell me, but he gave in. I think he was just happy to be done being a traitor to his country, to his planet. “Terrance was the guy, and Leslie was the woman. I still don’t understand why they have our names, but I guess if you’re putting on someone’s mask, you may as well take their name too.”

Our trip to Long Island had just gotten more pressing.


FIVE

“We’ve alerted the guards at the Long Island facility, and they’re going to try to identify those two particular hybrids.” The president looked tired; black bags sat under her usually youthful eyes.

Mae sat at the table, looking worried. Everyone had been watching the video as we spoke with Clayton, and the only consensus was we needed to follow and learn about the network being run by Leslie and Terrance.

“We can only expect there are many more moving pieces, and way more involved in this than just those two.” Mary looked at Mae while she spoke, an apologetic air floating with her voice.

“I’ve got a chopper waiting for you guys. This isn’t a time for you all to be taking leisurely trains around the coast. Magnus and Natalia, I’m hoping you’ll come to the base, and the others can meet up with you there in a couple days if all goes well.” Dalhousie was asking as a courtesy, I was sure.

Magnus and Nat looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders at the same time.

We spent the next hour or so discussing how we could get more information about the hybrid network, and by the time we were about to go our own ways, my head was pounding and it was dark outside.

“Do you guys mind taking Carey with you?” I asked, knowing he would be much happier going with them than on a stressful trip in a helicopter to a POW camp. Carey barked when I said his name and sat beside my feet. Kneeling down, I petted him softly, telling him we’d see him soon.

“Of course not,” Natalia said, calling him over. He did so hesitantly, and Mary crossed the room, grabbing the dog’s leash and other essentials from her luggage. I wasn’t looking forward to being separated from the guy, and I doubted he was either. At least he’d be going with people he loved being around: pseudo-uncle and aunt.

Carey accepted our goodbye without too much preamble, and soon we were being whisked away to Long Island.

_____________

The military-grade helicopter lowered Mae, Mary, and me down to the school’s football field. The camp, or residence as we were told to call it, was located at the local university grounds. With the turmoil of the world, most post-secondary schools had been on hiatus, with some trade schools and other specialized ones still running to make sure the world could still spin every day and night. This particular university was one that got swiped off the list of funding, and they were going to merge with a few other New York schools in the next year.

It worked out well because it had everything the hybrids could need while they were under our protection… or watchful eyes. They housed in the on-campus residence, and they had classrooms for learning about Earth and our customs and traditions, even though most had a basic understanding already since they’d been trained for coming here, as Janine and Bob had been. Mae told me that while they’d been taught a lot about humans, there were many missing things, like our sense of humor and obsession with sports. I’d laughed but was still scared at the implications that the Kraski had possibly known as much about us as they did. What did that tell us? That someone was feeding them information. Mae was under the theory it was from all the crap Earth was shooting around the universe in the form of radio waves, and other things I didn’t quite understand. Maybe they learned what they did from watching the Cooking Channel.

Either way, the hybrids were here. We had them tucked away into a comfortable area, with food and activities… and a big fence around the perimeter. It was fully dark by the time we landed in the field, right smack dab on the fifty-yard line. The fence was lit up every fifty yards or so, and there were a few towers with spotlights roaming the grounds. There was a curfew, and armed guards in the towers. So far there hadn’t been any incidents of trouble, at least none that the public had been made aware of. I realized that meant nothing, so I’d ask Mae to check into it later.

“Looks like we get an escort,” Mary said, nodding toward the armed guards coming our way.

“They check everyone’s blood. They want to know if any hybrids come or go.” Mae had a distant look on her face.

“You okay?” Mary asked her.

She nodded slowly. “Yeah. I know this is better than most of us deserve, but it’s still a life behind bars. Considering the alternative, I’d say I’m great, though.” She turned her somber face into a forced smile and grabbed her bags.

The copter was loud, and Mary’s hair blew in my face as we set foot on the grass.

“Mr. Parker, Ms. Lafontaine, and Mae, right this way, please,” a fresh-faced guard said, waving his hand. He sounded friendly, but he still held a gun in the crook of his arm.

They followed us to a building near the field, which turned out to be the old locker room. Weight sets still lined the wall, and near the door stood a device that looked much like a free-standing doorway. It reminded me of a high-tech airport metal scanner, only this one whirred as we approached, and was lit with soft blue LEDs.

“Please walk through, Ms. Lafontaine,” Junior said.

“Call me Mary,” she replied, walking through. The blue lights turned yellow for a moment.

Mae went next and the lights turned green, which I guess was to be expected. I walked through last, and expected to be yellow, so we could just go drop our bags off and get some food and shut-eye. It had been an extremely long day, and a bite followed by a pillow was just what I needed. The light turned green.

The guards raised their guns at me. “Why are you undocumented? You don’t look like the rest of them.”

Baffled, I shrugged. “Look, I think your machine is broken.” Then it dawned on me, being shot by a hybrid that looked just like Mary’s dead husband on that vessel, then the transfusion from Mae that would help me heal. I had hybrid blood coursing through my body still.

Mae seemed to know this was a possibility but must have forgotten, because I was sure she would have warned me of it.

“You guys know who I am? Dean Parker. The man who was shot trying to stop the entire population from becoming charcoal on the surface of the sun.” I was tired, and wanted to contain my annoyance, but was having a hard time of it. I nodded toward Mae. “She was nice enough to help me out with some super-healing blood, and voila, a year later, I set off your little sensor. Can we just go on through and get some sleep before all hell breaks loose here tomorrow?” I was hoping there would be no breaking loose of hell the next day, but I pushed the theatrics a little far.

They conferred for a moment, but the gun that had been pointing at me a minute ago was down on the guard’s side. That was a good sign.

“Roberts here will lead you to your bunks. No offense was meant, Mr. Parker. We thank you for what you’ve done. All of you.” The fresh-faced guard tried to give us a weak smile, but it came out a pained look.

“Thank you. Have a good night,” Mary said, grabbing her luggage handle.

We made our way through the locker room building and out into the fresh night air once again. It was quiet there, with no sign of anyone other than guards walking in pairs down the dimly lit sidewalks. Large black lantern posts stood every twenty yards or so, casting ominous shadows among the well-manicured lawns and hedges. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach as we made our way through the university grounds. We had the hybrids in prison but tried to make sure it looked like they were living in a wonderful place. I could smell flowers as we neared a garden to the side of us and wondered if we had human staff tending to these things or if the hybrids took care of the chores themselves.

Mary must have been feeling something was off too, because as we walked, she put a hand on Mae’s shoulder for a shared moment that neither of them needed to speak for. As we walked by the next lamppost, I saw Mae’s eyes were wet. We were ushered into a beautiful brick building, archways over us as we walked into the large wooden doorway.

“We have you two in these rooms,” the guard said, pointing at two doors in the residence, across the hall from one another.

I almost laughed at them giving us separate rooms, but they wouldn’t know we were together. Neither of us said anything, but Mary did throw me a quick wink.

“Is anyone else on this wing?” I asked.

“Nope. Just you two. Mae, come with us, please.” The guard waved her forward.

“Wait,” Mary said. “Where are you taking her?”

The guard looked impatient, tapping his foot while keeping his face impassive. “She’ll stay with the other hybrids, like she always does when she’s here.”

“No, she can have this room. I want her to stay near us.” Mary stepped closer to Mae.

“Really, it’s okay, Mary.” Mae looked happy to see her friend stand up to the guards, but I wondered if it wouldn’t be better for her to be near her people for information. Seeing the determined look in Mary’s eyes, I didn’t dare suggest this at that moment.

“No, it’s not. You’ve proven yourself to us all. Stay near us. We still have to discuss a plan for tomorrow,” Mary said.

The guard deflated a bit and nodded. “Fine, you stay here tonight. The dean expects to see you for breakfast at eight in the morning. We’ll send someone for you.”

“Can you just tell us where to find him? I’d prefer not to feel like a prisoner here too,” I said. He opened my room door and pointed to a campus map on a small desk near the window.

“Right there,” he said, pointing to a building near the middle of the campus.

“Got it. Thanks, Roberts.” I smiled at him. He quickly turned without looking back, leaving all three of us in the small dorm room.

“That went well, I think,” Mary said, laugh lines crinkling around her eyes. I had the urge to boot Mae out and take Mary into my arms.

“It’s late. How about we sleep, then regroup early in the morning?” This from Mae. Maybe she saw the look in my eyes. “And thanks for treating me like one of you. I’ll never forget it.” The words were touching, but ominous at the same time. I could feel goosebumps rise on my arms, and I wasn’t sure why.

“Goodnight, Mae,” I said, and closed the door behind her. “Good thing the room is all the way across the hall,” I said, smirking at the woman I loved.

She sniffed the air and took her shirt off. “I agree. How about a shower first?”

Looking around, I realized dorm rooms didn’t have their own bathrooms. They had shared toilets and showers on each wing. At least that was how my old school was.

“I know, I saw the sign down the hall.” She opened the door, and I chased after her down the corridor. The hall was dim, and we soon found ourselves interlocked under a weak showerhead. We had plenty of time for saving the world later. That night we took for ourselves.

_____________

There was a tentative knock on the door, followed by a harder one seconds later. I rolled over and checked the time. Seven on the nose.

“I think it’s for you,” Mary said weakly.

“You always say that. Oddly, it never is.” I rolled out of the small twin bed, realizing I was naked.

“Good morning, sleepyheads,” Mae said from the hall.

After sliding into some pants, I opened the door. She held a tray with three coffees in it, each marked with our names. Here we were sleeping, and Mae was thinking of us. She truly was a great friend.

Smiling and saying thank you, I ushered her into the small room. Mary had pulled some clothes from the chair beside the bed, and magically got dressed in moments under the blanket.

“How about we take these to go? I have some news. Take a few to get ready. Leave through the entrance, and head left. About a hundred yards down is a park. I’ll be at a bench.” She looked at me and laughed, then took her coffee and left.

“What’s so funny?” I asked Mary.

She looked down, and I followed her gaze. My pants were on inside out. I burst out laughing, almost spilling my hot coffee.

A few minutes later, after we’d bird-bathed in the bathroom sink, we made our way over to Mae. The morning was beautiful, a single wispy white cloud slowly trailing through the otherwise clear blue sky. It was going to be a hot day.

Mae was sitting on the bench, legs extended and feet crossed. She held her coffee in her hand on her lap, and I was shocked to see how much she looked like Janine right then. That was exactly how she sat when she was in a contemplative mood. My heart suddenly ached, and surprisingly, I didn’t push it away, I embraced it. I felt the love I’d had for Janine fill me. The tender moments, the tough ones, the end of her life, the betrayal I’d felt at learning the truth; they all filled me, and for the first time in years, I felt true. True to myself, and true to Janine.

“Are you okay, Dean?” Mary asked.

“I am,” I answered, and I was. I felt her fingers slide through mine and squeeze my hand slightly.

“What did you find out, Mae?” Mary asked, letting go of my hand and sitting down on the bench beside her friend. We knew Mae would have gotten up early to poke around the other hybrids and hear the latest gossip and news.

“They were a little tight-lipped around me, at least the few I spoke with. Remember, to some of them, I’m the turncoat. Even to the ones that are happy to be here rather than dead, I still did something I wasn’t supposed to. But a lot of them are happy. It just goes against their indoctrination, which is weakening all the time. I do think there’s a larger group of dissidents than we originally guessed. I don’t have anything to back this up, but the averted eyes and nervous toe-tapping I got this morning told me enough.” Mae took a sip from her coffee and kept staring forward at the dew-covered grass in the park.

“Did you ask about Leslie and Terrance, the two names Clayton the shooter had for us?” I asked.

“I mentioned Leslie in passing to someone I didn’t know well. Asking after her like we were old friends or something. Jarvis paled and told me he hadn’t seen her in some time. That she must be busy with a project for the humans or something. A bunch of BS, if you ask me.”

It didn’t seem like we were going to be able to get far on Mae’s previous relationships. We were going to have to rely on the intel of the guards, and the so-called “dean.” What a presumptuous name to give the head of the camp. It was softer than calling him what he really was: a warden.

“I’m sorry, guys. I wish I could have done more,” Mae said.

“I have an idea.” Mary smiled widely and took a drink of her coffee.


SIX

The dean’s office was my kind of place. Mahogany wood desk, floor-to-ceiling bookcases, not just filled with pretentious unread textbooks and encyclopedias. I saw some King and Child in there too, along with a few of my favorite sci-fi authors. I wouldn’t mind getting locked in there for a few weeks. He even had a connected washroom and a small wet bar, with what appeared to be Scotch in a decanter and one of those fancy digital single-serve coffee makers.

We sat crunched together in front of his large desk, our chairs nowhere near as comfortable and leather-clad as his. When we’d arrived, we were ushered in; I vaguely remembered the guard last night mentioning breakfast with the dean, and my stomach growled at the notion. Maybe he was too busy to eat with the likes of us.

After ten minutes of sitting there, I got up and started flipping through an old Clarke paperback, admiring the classic cover. I’d been lucky enough over the last year to have more free time than I’d had in years, since I hadn’t gone back to working as an accountant. One thing I had missed was reading. Somehow reading about alien civilizations, when I knew it was real, took some of the fun out of it.

The door opened, and a tall man stepped through. I’m not ashamed to say he was very handsome, his light hair neatly combed in a look I didn’t understand how to accomplish. I felt inadequate, with my sink-rinsed hair and wrinkled plaid shirt.

“Good morning,” he said. “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting. I’m Skip Anderson, otherwise known as the dean.” He spoke with a prim accent. Not one I could place within a region, but more one acquired through an upbringing in private schools and Harvard education.

I was still holding the book, and when I saw his eyes scan to it, I set it down. “You a fan of Clarke?” he asked.

“Sure. Who isn’t? He revolutionized science fiction. But I’m not sure I have a stomach for any of it anymore,” I answered.

“I always liked Asimov better. Robots always interested me as a teenager. Back to business. You really believe this guy from D.C.? There’s no way our hybrids could have contacted him,” Skip said smugly.

Mary rolled her eyes. “I highly doubt that. We learned that there’s an intricate hybrid network of terrorists, recruited even in space. They had a long game, that’s for sure.”

Skip leaned forward, frowning. “That’s impossible,” he said, voice raised. “They have no way to communicate, and no way out. We have things under control here.”

“We were told your surveillance heard some keywords. What can you tell us about that?” I asked, wondering if he would lay his cards out on the table or hold them close to his chest.

“Yes, we have, but those people are under our care now.” Skip spat the word “people,” and Mae tensed as he spoke.

“Which people?” I asked.

“The ones causing the stir at the Oval Office, and evidently around the world. They sent another group of guards when they heard the word Bhlat come through the speakers. As if one of them saying the name of a race will actually make them appear and destroy us.” Skip looked like he was about to stand up, and the handsome man took on a dark, unpleasant face.

“You do remember what happened under a year ago, right? Where were you that day?” Mary asked, probably thinking it would diffuse his undeserved anger.

Skip slid back in his chair; her question seemed to have the desired effect. He looked much younger than his forty-something years as he began to quietly speak. “I hate those bastards.” He looked at Mae for a brief second and averted his eyes back to his desk. “I lived in D.C., well, Arlington. The ships came and I still went to work at the senator’s office. I remember being so mad that no one else showed up. Can you imagine me at work, trying to email files and work on a presentation while we had these gray ships over us, and a bunch of those behemoth vessels looming over the world? What an idiot I was.” He stopped, getting up to cross over to his wet bar. His hand moved to the Scotch, lingering for a few quiet moments before continuing to the single-serve coffee maker. “Coffee, anyone?” he asked, trying to put on an affable voice.

We all shook our heads silently, me wanting him to continue his tale.

“Very well.” He made a cup of coffee, and took it black back to his desk, sitting up a little straighter. “Sorry about that. It’s hard going back to that day, I’m sure for all of us. There I was like a crazy man, working as we were invaded, and my wife was trying to get me to come to her. Well, my ex-wife. She called me first thing and I told her I couldn’t see her. I was still angry with her for leaving me. She’d left a few months earlier, telling me all I cared about was work, and never had time for her.

“She wanted a family. Kids, white picket fence…I thought I did too, when we first met. Only the older I got, the less I wanted that, and the more I wanted a career in politics. We were drifting, but… I didn’t want to admit it.” He was taking us on an extended journey through his time of the Event, but I assumed this path was relevant to the big picture. “She decided to head out of town, I guess. She made a break for it, but no one escaped, as we all know. Well, except you two and your friends.” He said the words with a drip of envy. “I was just leaving the office when the sun had set. I still can’t believe I stayed there all day. No wonder she left me.” He took a drink of his coffee and stared blankly past us toward the door.

“Hey, life is full of growth moments. None of us were or are perfect. It’s what we do with our teachable moments that define us and change us,” Mary said, again impressing me with her ability to spout out positive messages.

He looked at her and smiled lightly. “I’m still trying to be at peace with that idea. I was brought to vessel twelve, along with countless others. I spent the first day just trying to figure out what was going on. There were fights breaking out everywhere, and I witnessed two murders in the first two days alone. I never even tried to stop the young man from killing the other guy. I don’t think anyone was expecting it. He just clocked the older guy and went straight for his throat with his hands. The kid wasn’t big, but he had a sinewy strength to him. Before we knew it, the older man was on the ground, unconscious. The kid took something from his pocket and ran out of the room. Pills.

“The room was full of people, and no one stopped him. We all just stood there with our jaws open, like we didn’t understand what had happened. Finally, a burly man ran after him, but I guess the kid was long gone down the corridors. I decided, then and there, I wasn’t going to be a passive prisoner.

“After exploring the vessel and talking to a lot of people, I knew our prison was huge. Gargantuan, with hundreds of thousands of people, maybe millions. We didn’t know the scope, but we were trying to figure it out. So that meant the area they beamed us up from must have been a large one. That meant my wife might have been there with me.” Skip stopped, and I almost said something comforting but decided to hold off. “My ex-wife, I meant. So that was my new goal. Find her among the throngs of matching rooms full of people. Some of the rooms seemed to have expelled a gas into the rooms, because people were down all over the place, seemingly at random.”

We knew now that the Kraski were planning on moving their whole species away from their home, and they were going to put everyone in some sort of stasis using this gas. It basically slowed down the metabolic functions and allowed them to keep humans alive without food and water for prolonged periods of time. Quite a cool concept, if it didn’t mean the death of so many people. It turned out a percentage of people were deathly allergic to the alien toxin, and about five percent of Earth was lost just from that alone, among the already sick who just couldn’t survive, the vessels we’d lost to the sun, and the mass firings the hybrids had rained down on some vessels.

“Quite the needle in a haystack,” I said, getting up to make myself a coffee. I asked if anyone else wanted anything, and after a pause, the dean asked for a splash of Scotch. I wasn’t going to judge the guy for taking a pinch at eight thirty in the morning as he told us a story; I expected it wasn’t going to end well for anyone involved.

He continued as the single-serve machine whirred and poured. I passed him the Scotch, and he swirled the brown liquid on the bottom of his tumbler and watched it as he spoke. “I tried to find the upper corner – the top floor and far left room. It took me hours to get there, and when I did, I searched that first room. People were milling about: some in the halls, some fearful of leaving the room for fear of retribution from an alien host we hadn’t seen yet.

“Some people thought it was a crazy government experiment, and others thought they were just dreaming. I called for Marcie. When I entered a room of the unconscious people, I searched through the piles of them, hoping to see her lovely face. I never did find her. She didn’t make it. They killed her.” His eyes moved once again to Mae’s face, hard lines etched on his forehead. “I found her name on my vessel list after it was over. If only I could have made it to her, I could have protected her.”

“Or died yourself,” Mary said softly – perhaps to make him feel better, but it didn’t work.

“I would have rather died trying to save her than lived and not been there,” he replied.

I wondered how this traumatized man had ended up running the camp there, but in the end, everyone was traumatized by the same event. Almost every single person in the world had been through similar situations and had lost someone close to them. My mother, cousins, old co-workers, friends, and countless others. We were all bonded in our loss.

“I’m really sorry, Skip,” Mary said. “Losing a spouse is one of the hardest things anyone will ever endure. Dean and I have been through it too.”

He frowned. “Weren’t you guys married to some of them?” He nodded his chin at Mae. “I’m not sure it counts.”

“Now wait a damn minute,” Mary started. I set my hand on her shoulder and could feel how tense she was.

“Skip, I think we can agree to disagree, but this isn’t conducive to what we’re doing here. Now can we see the video surveillance, and then talk to those two that seem to be causing all the stir from inside your gates?” I added emphasis to the word “your,” so he knew I tossed a little blame at him. He might have been through a hard time, but he was still being a jerk, and had likely been one long before the Kraski had lowered to our world.

With a swift motion, he slid the Scotch down his throat, quietly setting the glass on a wooden coaster on the desk. “Of course. President Dalhousie says you’re members of our new Earth Defense, and she evidently trusts you, so why don’t you follow me?”

We left the office and were soon walking through a long hall with a freshly polished floor. I noticed someone who looked just like Vanessa sweeping the corners of a room as we passed. We continued on, and there were plenty more hybrids with familiar faces doing different tasks; some were unfamiliar outside of the news feeds. There were six different “models” of them. Janine had been one of them, Bob another. Then, of course, our friendly neighborhood saboteur, Vanessa. Ray’s girlfriend Kate was the other model, and I had met her once at my wedding so many years ago. After that, we had an Asian man and an Indian woman, whom Magnus had described as matching the two he and Natalia had known overseas.

Mae smiled at some of them, and a few waved to her like they were old acquaintances. I was sure most wondered what one of their own was doing with the visiting strangers, but many recognized her as their savior. A lot of them knew it was with her help that they were alive. Others blamed her for their imprisonment and wished they had burned in the sun like planned. Those were the ones we were after.

“Mae,” someone called as we passed a gymnasium. There was a group inside playing a strange-looking game, with four small nets and a silver disk. It looked fun, and maybe a little dangerous. The man was sweating profusely but had a wide smile across his face. “Hey, Mae. I’m not sure if you remember me, but my name’s Richard. We met…well, right after we arrived. I was from vessel seven. Anyway, I just wanted to say thank you again. And to you guys too.”

He extended his hand, and I shook it despite the sweat dripping from him.

“Of course I remember you, Richard. How are things going here?” Mae asked.

The game had paused, but when they saw Richard was tied up, someone sitting on the sidelines jumped in and the game started up again. I looked at Skip, and he clearly wasn’t enjoying the delay. Mary, noticing this, smiled at me and took the dean aside, speaking softly to him and taking him away from us. Richard guided Mae and me into the gym, and we sat down on one of those wooden benches I hadn’t sat on since my days of riding the pine on my varsity basketball team.

“This is a nice place to live. We work a bit each day, but I mean, it’s no slave labor.” He paused, looking embarrassed at his choice of words. “I just want you to know that most of us are so grateful for your part here. We were real slaves before this. Genetically created to invade a planet and act like humans. The Kraski never cared about us. There are a few who drank the Kool-Aid, if you will, but they’re few and far between. They also seem to know to keep it to themselves, because I guarantee you, if I heard someone plotting against Earth, I’d string them up and call the dean over there to send his guards. This is our home now.”

It was nice to hear this from one of them, but it didn’t mean he was being one hundred percent honest with us. Even if he was, it didn’t mean there weren’t more of them against us than he knew about.

“Do you know Leslie and Terrance?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, I know of them, but not close to them or anything. I think I saw Terrance walking around last night. He looks like me, but I’m sure it was him. We all have our own way of things, slight differences in hair, clothing, walk. Why, do you want to talk to them about something?”

Mae looked ready to say something, but I tapped her with my hand, without Richard being able to see. “Nothing important. We’ll find them later. Thanks for stopping and chatting, Richard.” I held out my hand to shake it again. The goodbye shake.

He smiled widely, and said he looked forward to talking again sometime. Mae gave him a quick hug. It held for just longer than seemed normal, and I turned away, trying not to watch. Mary was in the hall, still with the dean, who was waving his arms around and smiling.

“…and my tennis game sure has improved. There you guys are. Care to come and do what you’re here for?” His good mood dissipated as Mae and I approached them. Mary gave me a cute look and crossed her eyes when Skip was turned around.

We followed him outside and into the fresh air once again. The sun was now over the buildings, casting its warm glow on our faces as we walked down the cobblestone pathway to a small brick building with a plaque saying Alumni on it. Two guards stood on either side of the door, beads of sweat dripping down their faces in the morning heat. I wouldn’t have wanted the afternoon shift if it was that warm already. I gave them a quick nod as we passed by them and through the thick dark wooden doors. There was something I just loved about the turn-of-the-century architecture in this part of the country. It was also nice to be back in the state of New York, even though I’d just left upstate a couple of days ago. It felt like home.

“We have our guard station here, and our camera surveillance. The actual security office is across campus and consists of a fourteen-inch television and a grilled cheese maker.” Skip led the way through a foyer with a twenty-foot ceiling, and into a room on the left side. Another guard was stationed there.

“Where’s Clendening?” Skip asked the woman.

She shrugged. “Didn’t show up, so they called me in. Rayez thought he might have come down with something. I guess he was talking about feeling a bug coming on at the end of his shift.”

The room beyond was dimly lit and had about a dozen flat screens mounted on the far wall. Inside were a few desks; computer fans whirred in the otherwise silent space. Three white-shirted people sat at desks, each with large headphones on. One of them turned to us, and he had a shocked look when his eyes stopped on Mae. It probably felt like he was showing the hybrids behind the Wizard of Oz’s curtain.

The dean tossed him a thumbs-up, letting him know it was okay. I’d judged the man a little harshly, and maybe he wasn’t quite as bad as he’d initially let on. He did have a big responsibility here.

“Good morning,” he called to them, just loud enough for the other two to hear him, and they also turned around. “Louise, can you bring up the Level Seven file for our guests, please?”

She gave him a look, as if to make sure he wasn’t asking her to show the strangers in the room a classified piece of information. I noticed Skip nod lightly to her, and she brought it up, taking her headphones off. Three of the screens flashed to different scenes. The top left was playing, and we could hear some grainy sound. It was taken with night vision, and there were two people in the shot. One looked like Janine and Mae; the other looked like Richard, the Asian man we’d talked to in the gym. Leslie and Terrance, no doubt.

“Is it going to work?” a female voice asked.

“It has to. Everything is a go. We don’t have much time. He’s going to tell our contacts the details tomorrow.” Terrance rested his hands on her shoulders in an intimate gesture.

“Did you…” She paused, looking down at the ground. “Get the outpost location?”

In the green light of the night vision, I could see his posture straighten, and I swore he was smiling. “No, but I know where to get it now. The plan stays the same, just a small detour. This is an all or nothing play.”

“I’m for the cause the whole way,” Leslie said with conviction. “The Bhlat…” The rest was indiscernible.

They spoke for a few more minutes in hushed tones so we couldn’t make out what they said, and then quickly went their separate ways.

The video feed went dead.

“And you didn’t think to instantly contain them?” Mae yelled at the dean, who shrank back at the sudden outburst.

“That’s enough, hybrid! You don’t think I’d thought of that? We have more at stake here than the dreams of two aliens. They are stuck here! Do you understand that? They have no way to communicate with the outside world. We’ve been tracking them and keeping an eye on anyone they talk with.” He was inches away from Mae’s face, and I jumped between them, setting my hands on Skip’s chest.

“You’re done, Skip,” I said, holding him back as he pushed at me. “Listen, where are they now? People are dying out there, and we have every reason to believe those two, maybe more, are behind it. There must be a reason for it. It’s almost as if…” I stopped, my mind reeling for a second. “I think they’re trying to distract us from something.”

“Distract us from what? They’re stuck here behind gates and guards,” Skip said, stepping back away from me and Mae.

“Louise, can you show us where they are now?” Mary asked, in a calmer voice than the rest of us had been speaking in.

“Sure thing,” she said, moving her mouse around and clicking some keys. The top left screen showed us a video of the two of them working in a garden. “See, they’re right where they’re supposed to be, on garden duty. Did you see the size of those tomatoes they have out there? Best I’ve ever tasted.”

Skip rushed over and tapped the screen. “Garden duty doesn’t start for another hour. Zoom out!”

She hit a bunch of keys, but nothing happened.

“Goddamn it.” Skip ran his hands through his hair. “Switch to the next camera. We have one from the other end of the garden, don’t we?”

She did so and turned the camera to the end where we’d just seen the two hybrids working. There was no one there.

“Switch back,” he said.

The camera showed the two of them watering the plants.

“They’ve hacked in. We need to find them now.” This from Mary.

The second screen had started playing that same video from before, with the night vision. I looked at it and saw something move I hadn’t seen the first time. There was a third person there with them.

“Louise, can you zoom in on that second screen?” I asked.

Skip looked at me with annoyance. “Look here, Dean. We have more important things to do…”

“Just zoom in,” I cut him off. “There’s someone there with them.”

The screen zoomed. The picture, while in high definition, was in night vision, and they were some distance away. By the time she zoomed in enough to see them up close, the image was slightly pixelated. The third person was in the dark between and beyond them, but just as they went their own ways, the body turned. “Pause it!” I called. There was writing on the jacket.

“Security,” Skip muttered under his breath. “One of ours is in on it.”

Louise went forward frame by frame and stopped on one where we could see him closer.

“Boss, I know who that is,” she said. “It’s Clendening.”

That was the name of the guard the woman out front had said hadn’t shown up this morning.

“That bastard. Any sign of either Leslie or Terrance yet? You two get on the cameras and find me Clendening too!” he called to the other surveillance officers.

“Nothing on any of them, sir. It’s like they vanished,” Louise said.

Skip grabbed a landline from Louise’s desk. After a moment of rushed conversation, he had jotted down some notes on a pad of paper. “Send guards to Clendening’s room in the barracks. If he’s there, hold him until I get there.”

“Can we get this show on the road?” Mary asked, obviously anxious to track down the hybrids we were there to get before they could do any more harm.

It appeared they were getting messages out by the guard we’d just spotted meeting with them in the middle of the night. A couple of them with a network out there and a guard on their side, and they could make things happen, even from behind a fence with no phones or web access.

“Are any of you armed?” Skip asked matter-of-factly.

I shook my head. “Nope, we haven’t been given any firearms yet. I’m guessing the president thought you would be generous enough to set us up if we needed them, at least until we get to the base after this trip.”

He waved us forward. Soon we were through the foyer and into an adjacent room, which Skip had to use two keys to open. It was lined with locked gun racks. In moments, all of us were armed, Mary and I with Glocks, and Mae with a Beretta.

“I’d been holding on the hope they were just all talk, and thought if they were trying something, we could maybe identify any other hybrids in on it. With Clendening in on it, we have no choice. We’re going to take them down. If they had anything to do with those shootings out in the real world, they’ll quickly learn to regret their decision to act as hostile terrorists on our world.” The dean was working himself up, and I just hoped he would keep a level head once we found where they were hiding.

We left the building, and a group of four armed guards crossed the university grounds with us as we headed to the residence where the hybrids slept.


SEVEN

Dozens of the hybrids watched us as we made our way through the halls.

Skip told a couple of the guards to go to room thirty-seven and sent Mae alongside them to Leslie’s listed residence. We continued to Terrance’s room. When we arrived, a hybrid that looked just like Ray’s girlfriend Kate walked up to us, arms held up, letting us know she came in peace.

“There’s no one in there. He didn’t come back last night.” She kept her hands up as she spoke.

Skip turned the handle, finding it locked. He stepped back, and in a moment, he had kicked the area just under the handle, sending shards of wooden frame away as the latch broke and slid through the thin recessed hole. That suit had some fire in his veins.

A guard entered with her gun pointed forward, and we followed into the cramped space when she said it was clear. I’d somehow expected the random mess of a madman, but what we found was an extremely clean, organized space. Their rooms were small, much like the one Mary and I had slept in the night before, and inside the bed was made as if by a hotel chambermaid. Some papers were set in straight lines on the small desk to the left of the door. Inside the closet everything hung nicely, but I noticed half of the clothes hangers on the bar hung empty. The drawers had few items in them, telling me this guy had packed what few belongings he could possibly have, and was gone.

Skip’s radio chimed, and we were told they’d found much the same at Leslie’s room.

Grabbing the papers from the desk, Mary made a move for the door. “Let’s go see what the guard’s room looked like.” She was off, Skip trailing her determined strides, even though he knew where the guard barracks were, not her. I could see her frustration. We were sent to do what initially seemed like a simple task but were being handed something much bigger. It was going to be a lot harder to track these two down out there than inside a fenced-off university campus.

The guard barracks were across the grounds, and we took four-seater golf-style carts to cross the area quickly. There were already guards stationed at Clendening’s door, and when we approached it, the room was open. A large man stood in the opening, and when he turned to face us, he was white as a ghost.

“Sorry, boss. He’s dead.” The man stepped out of the way, and Skip rushed past him in the small dorm-style room. The man we’d seen in the surveillance video was slumped on the single bed, throat slit. Blood covered everything and had dripped down into a sticky puddle on the ground beside him. It was a callous, brutal murder, and I knew in my gut it was Leslie and Terrance who had done it. I pictured them smooth-talking the man, getting his help to spread their words across the fence; then, when they got his keys to leave, they’d killed him. In my head, I saw Terrance holding him down, a look of terror on the man’s previously trusting face. Leslie showing a hint of remorse as she slid her knife across his throat, ending the one man who’d been willing to help their cause. It was sick, and I fought back the bile that was threatening to push out of my mouth.

I left the room and walked down the hall, my ears ringing. The hallway was spinning ever so slowly, and I pushed past the dozen or so guards and made my way to the doors that led outside. I thought I could hear Mary calling my name, but I kept going. The image of the guard was stuck in my mind, and the horrible way the hybrids used and discarded him made me despise their cause all the more. We had to stop them.

_____________

It was a couple of hours later that we were in the surveillance room, combing through anything with Leslie, Terrance, or Clendening from the past week. The AC was cranked as the hot sun blasted the brick building, creating an oven simulation, and we sat in the cool room hoping to find a sign of where they might have gone. But nothing they’d done was out of place, other than that one thing we’d already seen. Clendening’s room had brought up nothing of use, either.

Dalhousie had called Mary, and we filled her in. She asked them to have Skip and his team continue to look for leads while they left, and met up at the secret facility. I wasn’t sure how they expected it to actually be secret with a massive transport vessel sitting in the desert, but it wasn’t any of my business.

“Stop that one again, the screen second from the bottom,” Mary said to Louise, who promptly zoomed in and paused the other screens.

“It’s on a loop! Where is that?” Mary asked.

“That’s the loading dock. Where we get food and supplies delivered,” she responded. “I think you’re right about the loop. They did a good job, because the clock on the feed is still going, but there’s a clock on the wall.” She zoomed more, and we could see the second hand smoothly ticking by. After thirty seconds, it was back on the twelve and heading for the one.

“Get guards to the loading dock! We don’t know what time they actually left. That loop could be from any feed they hacked into. Maybe they couldn’t get out.” Skip rushed out of the room, and we followed him. I was eager to find them and get back to Magnus and Nat, and I missed Carey at that moment.

Once again, we were heading across the grounds, and there were no hybrids in sight. Skip had ordered them all to their rooms for the time being. If Leslie and Terrance were still there, they could be pretending to be someone else, and it wouldn’t be too hard, since they looked like a hundred other people.

The sun beat down on us from its high perch in the middle of the sky, and I could feel the sweat already soaking through the lower back of my shirt. The fact that I was nervous and excited that we might find the two outlaws didn’t help the perspiration.

The warehouse on the edge of the grounds wasn’t huge but was large enough to accept multiple pallets a day and store anything that came in for a while. I imagined trucks backing up before the semester started, unloading skids of textbooks newly revised for that year, and the smell of paper and forklift exhaust sailing through the air.

We entered the main doors, using keys from Skip’s belt. The other guards were standing there waiting for his word. As soon as the doors pushed open, they quietly ran in along the large room’s walls, guns raised, looking for the threats. Mary raised hers and started in, and I set my arm on hers, shaking my head. Instead, I waved her to follow me, and we hugged the wall of the building toward the fence. I wanted to see what was on the other side there.

The fence was chain-link there, about twelve feet tall, topped with that dangerous-looking wire you always see around prisons. No one was getting in or out with that stuff on the top of the fence. I looked to the left. There were multiple unlabeled white trucks, two backed up to loading docks, and one dock was open, with no truck in front of it.

We went back to the entrance. Skip was standing at the open loading dock, his hands sitting on top of his head in an exasperated gesture. “How the hell did we let this happen? Clendening didn’t have the keys to get in here.” He stared out the door, and we walked up to the tense man.

“I know you don’t want to hear this, Skip, but I think someone else here must have been in on it. Unless your dead guard stole the keys, or Terrance and Leslie did,” I said.

“Clendening never seemed smart enough to arrange something like this, but obviously I’ve been wrong before. Like when I thought no human would betray us all by catering to these damned hybrids.” He walked to the office area, and we followed him, Mae staying back after his last comment was dipped in venom.

Gun raised, Mary stepped in front of us and tested the handle. It was unlocked. Wait, no, it was broken. She didn’t even have to turn it. She pushed it instead, and it stopped short of opening. I saw her give it a heave; something pushed back, and the door closed again.

“What the hell is that? Get the lights,” Skip said.

He reached his arm into the dark room and turned them on. The door had a small glass window and he peered through it, turned to us, and vomited right at our feet, Mary and I both jumping back to avoid getting splashed. When he ducked, I could see what he’d seen: the bloated face of a hanged woman, swinging softly in the doorway.

The guards pushed past us, and soon she was cut down. It was evident she’d been hanged alive, as we saw the claw marks and boot scuffs on the inside of the door. The sadistic duo had really done a number here.

“Why put on all of this show for us? To make us mad? To throw us off?” Mary asked, her voice quiet.

Mae stepped toward us and said through pale lips, “To make you hate the hybrids. They hate us for giving in and not following through with killing everyone. They want to turn you against all of us and won’t stop until whatever they want is done.”

I hesitated, not sure I wanted to hear the answer to my question. “And what is it they want done?”

“What we were brainwashed to do: end humans,” she said. For a moment, I forgot she was our friend, the words came out so coldly.

My phone rang, and it was General Heart. I filled him in on what had transpired, and he said a helicopter was coming to bring us to the secret base. Skip sent out an APB on the missing truck, and said they had a GPS unit in it, but it appeared the password for the tracking app had been changed. They were bringing in an IT guru, former CIA, who said it wouldn’t be a problem to hack into.

The guards continued to search the whole campus for any signs of them, or more bodies, but came up empty. Leslie and Terrance were gone, and as the copter came down in the field, the sun was going down in the distance. I couldn’t help but feel we were leaving the camp in far worse shape than we had arrived in.

Skip approached us, bags heavy under his bloodshot eyes. “Catch those bastards. Catch them and make them pay,” was all he said before turning and walking away.

I’d be telling Dalhousie she might want to replace Skip as the man in charge of the camp. I imagined life for the hybrids would get worse before it got better, especially with Skip in charge.

Mae followed us in. For the first time, I noticed she had an extra bag with her. I made a mental note to ask her about that later, when things were less tense.

We left at dusk, with more questions than we’d had when we arrived.


EIGHT

“Dean, wake up,” Mary said through the headset, lightly nudging me with her hand.

If I couldn’t hear the whirring of the helicopter, I might have forgotten where I was. My head throbbed as I looked around the dim back seat; the soft lights of the pilot’s dash were the only source of ambiance, and I wanted to close my eyes and go back to my dreamless slumber.

“Dean, we’re landing for a refuel. Let’s get something to eat. The pilot said he would be a while, and that the food was good at the station. If my memory serves me right, I’ve been to this army base before. It’s in southwest Kentucky,” Mary said. “It was top secret, but I’m guessing that doesn’t matter anymore.”

At the thought of food, my stomach growled and wouldn’t stop.

It was close to one AM when we landed and were ushered to the base’s kitchen. It was quiet there, few people were out, probably all sleeping for an early rise, but I was surprised to see the lights to the kitchen still on.

Mae hadn’t spoken since we’d left Long Island, and I was worried about her for more than one reason. I knew it was hard on her to think about what she was, feeling out of place among the humans when the rest of her kind were caged up like animals, set to menial tasks to keep their bodies occupied. Then the fact that two of them had escaped now, setting up assassinations and terrorist threats out in the real world. It was enough to drive me mad, so it could only be eating her up.

“Mae,” I said, holding back as Mary followed a private, sent to get us fed, through the kitchen doors. “I want you to know we’re here for you, and together we’ll find these two. Then we can rebuild the foundation of a long-term partnership between all of you and us.” I meant it, but she almost rolled her eyes as I said the words.

“Dean, do you really think it’s going to be that easy? Even if we do find them, which I doubt we will, the stigma was already against us. We were never going to be left to roam free amongst you. They only let me walk around because they can trust you two, and Dalhousie knows I’m important to you and Mary. Otherwise, I’d be in that fenced POW camp just like the rest of them. I’m here to keep you on their side, nothing more.”

Her words stung, and hard. I stood there outside, with nothing but a small lantern fixture on the wall by the door giving Mae a stern, shadow-covered face. Moths flitted around the light, casting even stranger shapes over her.

“I hope you’re wrong about that, but if you aren’t, we’re still here for you no matter what. You have my word.” It was all I could say, and she walked past me, eyes downcast, and entered the building. She would get better; it was just too soon.

The smells of camp rushed back to me, and that was all I could equate it to, since I’d never been in the military. The mixed scents of many different foods floated along the air, throughout the mess hall, and from the cook’s kitchen in the back. We walked down the center of the large room, tables and chairs lining the hall, all ready for the morning breakfasts.

The kitchen was immaculate, and Mary was chatting with the private. An alert cook smiled at us as we entered, whisking away in a stainless-steel bowl.

“Omelettes? I make them better than anyone here, and since I’m prepping for the morning, it’s what’s on the menu,” he said with a slight southern drawl.

“Sounds perfect to me,” I said, sitting down at the stools lined up before a metal table, which was covered in flour and bowls.

The smell of fresh brewing coffee wafted over and made me all the hungrier. I knew Mae had a newfound love of the roasted beans, so I got up and gathered a bunch of cups, asking the cook if I could help myself. He showed me where everything was, and soon we all sat with steaming cups of the good stuff in front of us.

Soon we were eating what might have been one of the best omelettes of my life. Mae was almost smiling at the private’s stories about growing up as a military brat, and Mary was on her third cup of java. For a moment, it felt like life was real and normal, and then my phone rang.

A New York number came up, and I slid the bar, answering it.

“Dean, we have some news.” Skip’s voice called through the phone’s speaker.

I muted it. “Guys, Skip’s on the phone. I’m going to speaker him.”

“The IT guy from the CIA has hacked in, and we now have a GPS reading on the hybrids. We have them halfway between Lexington and Nashville right now.” His voice carried through the kitchen, and I turned the volume down, not wanting the whole base to hear.

“That’s only an hour or so south of us. Maybe we can catch up to them,” Mary said, pushing herself off the stool. She looked so beautiful, hair tight in a ponytail, eyes alert. “Private Sama, can you point us to our transportation?”

_____________

The clock on the dash read four AM as we raced down the 9002 toward I-65 south, which would lead us directly to Music City USA. I drove as Mary kept track on her borrowed tablet of Leslie and Terrance in their stolen delivery truck. Skip told us their models had a built-in governor, which wouldn’t allow the vehicles to go over sixty-five miles an hour. It was a safety feature they’d needed for insurance before the Event, apparently, and it was one we were thankful for. With those limitations, we could catch them shortly after they hit the city.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t alert the local authorities?” I asked, not sure we were equipped to take these dangerous hybrids down even if we did catch up to them.

“Dalhousie wants this under the radar. We can’t afford to have the link to the hybrids revealed, or else it will be pandemonium… and unfair to the rest of them.” Mary looked back at Mae, who was sitting in the back seat, eyes closed.

“Just where do you think they’re going? What’s in Nashville?” I asked.

Mary shrugged. “Maybe nothing, maybe everything. Maybe it’s just a city on their path to somewhere else.”

I thought about this, and then wondered at the convenience of them being on the same path as we were flying in the helicopter. Did they know where we were going? Were they trying to be obvious? Maybe they weren’t even in the truck but had swapped it out with a waiting vehicle.

“Where do you think that secret base is? It looked like desert, so if it’s in the States, I have to guess New Mexico or Arizona, which would put us on a straight line from New York to here, then to one of those states,” I said. “I wish they would just tell us, but I suppose that’s a risk if someone captures us.” I pictured the two dead bodies we’d just crossed paths with the day before and didn’t want to be on the receiving end of the two we were chasing.

“That’s the deal. Too many loose threads. I tried to text Nat but got nothing back. I’m guessing they have a block on the whole area, which I don’t blame them for,” Mae offered, finally talking. It was good to hear her voice without sadness laced through it. I smiled at her from the rear-view mirror, not sure if she could see it or not from where she was sitting.

“How much farther? I could use a coffee and a pit stop,” I said.

“We’re an hour out of Nashville but closing in on them. I’d say we catch them twenty miles before city limits, but we have time to stop really quickly, because I imagine we aren’t going to ram them off the road if we do find them.” Mary fidgeted with the tablet, zooming in on their location.

“They have to sleep just like us, so they might be taking turns, but if they’re heading to a big city like Nashville, I’d say they’re meeting someone,” Mae said from the backseat.

The dash lights dimly glowed against my face, and I remembered driving a Jeep on our journey a year ago. It had been a lot different, but somehow the tension and the adrenaline were now familiar to me; my days of counting beans for people’s small businesses in upstate New York felt like a lifetime ago.

We pulled over at a truck stop outside of a small town named Portland. It always struck me as amusing how we loved to recycle our town and city names, but then again, how many people in the world were named Dean? Or Mary? I shrugged it off and noticed the gas station lights weren’t on. We had enough fuel to get us to Nashville, but since we’d stopped, I wanted to take advantage of the lost time.

“Dean, I think the pumps are still on,” Mary called.

Turned out they hadn’t been turned off, and we could use our credit cards to pay for the gas. It was more than I expected from an old truck stop, but we were close to Nashville, and I imagined a lot of trucks came that way, judging by the volume of them sitting in the lot across the street. Most of them probably had sleeping truck drivers in them at that moment, and my eyes felt weary as I thought about it.

The lights came on in the attached diner, and the ladies went inside to use the restrooms and beg for some coffee to go. At that moment, I could hardly think of anything other than coffee.

My cell phone vibrated in my left front pocket and I pulled it out, wondering if Magnus had broken free and found service. The number said UNKNOWN, but there was a text message. Don’t trust her, was all it said. Don’t trust who? And who the hell was sending me a text an hour before the sun came up?

Care to elaborate? I sent back. By the time the ladies came back with cups of coffee, there still hadn’t been a reply. Mary was almost running to me, passing me a cup after nearly spilling it.

“I’ll never understand why some places don’t have those little cardboard slips to put around their cups. Seems like almost everyone buying one of these would prefer to not be burned.” She frowned at me, softening when she must have seen my off expression. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I lied and hated myself for it. I just needed to consider the obscure message before I said anything aloud about it. “Bathrooms out back?”

“Just inside to the left. The nice lady said we could use them even though they aren’t open for another thirty minutes,” Mary said, still giving me a sideways glace.

As I walked, the phone vibrated again, and I was anxious to see what the mysterious “helpful” stranger who was sending me cryptic five AM messages had to say. Once inside the doors, I reached for the phone, but stopped short as I saw the middle-aged woman waving at me. The restaurant had that classic Middle America feel to it, and I loved the way the booths lined the walls, and the four-seaters were huddled around the middle of it all. I longed to go sit at the barstools like my father and I used to do when we’d head into town to get something for the farm.

It started off as a benefit to helping my dad do errands and fix something, or do yard work after, but as I got older, we just started to make it our tradition. My mother would often be invited, but she would just shoo us away, knowing it was a special bond between father and son. That, to her, was priceless.

The smell of oil on the grill in the back, right then, reminded me of the last time I’d had breakfast with my old man. I’d headed back to the country the year after Janine and I were married. He was sick but wouldn’t let it stop him from going out for a big breakfast at the diner, just like always. When I tried to tell him we could just stay in, have some oatmeal or something, my mother just shook her head at me, and I knew what it meant. He wasn’t going to live for long. It was prostate cancer, and it hit fast; faster than we could have imagined. I knew he wasn’t well, but my mother, most likely trying to protect me, had kept the severity of it from me for too long.

My little sister had called me, frantic, but she had always been an overreactor. Thinking of her then, I decided to text her as soon as I’d used the washroom. I had a longing for the one family member I had left, even though she resented me for not following her and Mom to California after my dad died. It’d been hard to explain to a heartbroken fifteen-year-old that I couldn’t uproot my life.

When we stepped into their house, the sights and smells of being a happy kid filled all my senses, and then I saw my father. He was sitting in his plaid chair, looking like a skeleton with skin. His sunken eyes creased as he smiled at us, and it had taken all my strength to not fall to my knees in tears.

Janine had held my hand firmly, and I knew she was feeling a portion of what I was. It was so strange, because as soon as I saw him, I felt an overwhelming layer of sadness, mixed with a heavy sense of missing him, even though he was right in front of me. I really just missed the fact that things were never going to be the same, and I could see in his eyes he felt that way too.

“Can I help you with anything?” the lady asked, as I stood there staring at the empty room like a crazy man.

“Sorry, just tired is all. Thanks for the coffee. I needed it.” I smiled and went to the bathrooms, checking the message once I was inside the small room. Think about it and all will be clear. Not wanting to get into a message war with someone I didn’t know, I put the phone away. A minute later, I was heading out the front doors, and back to the Jeep.

The message could mean anyone: Dalhousie, Leslie, Mae… though I didn’t want to go there, it could even mean Mary. There was no sense in speculating. We had to get back on the road.

“You good to keep driving, or do you want to switch off?” Mary asked as I was about to get into the driver’s side door.

“I’m as good as I’ll ever be,” I said, giving her a smile. I popped the top of the coffee, took a sip, and off we went, heading for Nashville.

_____________

The sun was rising as we approached the city limits, farmland and small town being replaced with suburbs and chain stores. I’d never been there before and was glad I had someone navigating my way.

“They came this way and seem to veer off toward this industrial area. Looks like nothing but warehouses for a few miles,” Mary said, pointing to the exit east.

Morning light blasted me, and I flipped the visor as we made our way down the secondary freeway. We were catching up and still didn’t know what we were going to do if we caught the killers.

“They’re stopping!” she called with a little more excitement than I was used to from her normally calm voice.

I slowed and exited off the freeway, now driving the large Jeep wheels over potholed, worn asphalt. It was Sunday, so traffic was light so early in the morning, and there wasn’t a car in sight in the many parking lots we were passing by. Soon we were nearing an old building, an auto repair shop by the look of it.

Mary gestured to our left, and my heart raced when we spotted the bare white truck: the missing one from the camp in Long Island. Pulling behind a large cube van, I kept my distance and turned the engine off. There was no one in the truck, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have eyes on the street. For all we knew, they saw us driving up.

The sun was still low on the horizon, and here it was blocked by large buildings between us and the rays. I hoped being in the shadows would help us.

“We don’t know what we’re up against here. They could just be hiding out, or they could be meeting more of their brainwashed humans. We have to be careful.” Mary looked at me and held my gaze for a moment longer than she normally would, emphasizing the word careful.

“I’ll go,” Mae said. “Recon, right? And if I get caught, I’ll claim I broke out too, and tracked them. I know for a fact that the one right across the hall looks just like us, and my hair is pretty much the same length.” She pulled her hair into a ponytail, and she was taking off her shirt. I averted my eyes, noticing how much she looked like my wife. I’d spent so much time with Mae that I rarely thought of her and Janine on the same wavelength any longer, but seeing her pulling her shirt over her head reminded me so much of Janny. “I borrowed some items from Donna that Leslie would recognize. I also have some of Leslie’s stuff. You know, just in case.”

I almost laughed at the ingenious planning. Don’t trust her. The words echoed in my mind and I shook them out, knowing it couldn’t be either of these women. They were as trustworthy to me as Magnus and Nat.

“Great thinking, Mae,” Mary said, smiling through an otherwise worried face.

“Just be careful, okay? Take a quick look around and come back. Take the walkie and let us know if you need us. Just hit the talk button twice, and don’t say anything if you aren’t able to speak,” I told her. Just like that, she was out the door, quietly stalking across the road, out of view of the warehouse’s windows or the truck. She hugged the neighboring building’s wall, and before we knew it, she was out of our sight.

“Mary, I got a text a couple hours ago. It just said to not trust her.”

“Trust who?” she asked.

“I don’t know. The number was blocked, and they weren’t very open about it.” I handed the cell over for her to look for herself.

“You don’t think they mean…” She left Mae’s name unsaid.

“I’m not sure. I imagine that’s who they mean, whoever they are. I don’t believe it for a second, though. It could just as easily mean Dalhousie.” I held the radio in my hand, anxious to hear from Mae. I hoped she was just going to find them sleeping in the empty warehouse, and we could go in together silently, taking them quietly and safely.

The walkie-talkie alert sounded, then another one in quick succession. Mae needed help.

We were out the door, running with our guns in hand, and I was thankful for the daily runs Mary had forced me to do over the last year. It helped me breathe and focused my nervous energy out of my body.

We’d seen Mae go to the left side of the warehouse, and scanned for her, seeing nothing but some stacked pipes and an old forklift.

“Open window over there,” Mary whispered.

Backs to the wall, we listened and could hear voices. They were getting closer, and I could make out the words after a few seconds.

“They followed you?” a woman’s voice asked.

“Yeah, I think they were right behind. I don’t know how they knew where I was going.” It was Mae’s voice, and I cringed that she had to attempt this ruse.

“And just how did you find us?” a male voice asked with an edge to it: Terrance.

“Like I said, I stole a truck right after you guys. I knew what you guys were up to, so I was watching you. I thought I could catch up, but the damned truck wouldn’t go over sixty-five,” Mae said as Donna.

“We had a guy kill the GPS,” Leslie said.

“Must be a separate circuit within the trucks to each other. I wondered how they didn’t find us. I kept looking over my shoulder, expecting sirens.” Mae was pulling off the role well.

“I’m going to check this out. Where’s the truck?” Terrance asked.

“Just out the main doors, across the street.”

“Why didn’t you just pull up beside us?” he asked.

“Because it’s Sunday, and I didn’t want to draw any attention to a closed warehouse,” Mae said with ease. I was very impressed with her quick repartee, and her ability to slide into someone else’s skin. Her cadence was even different.

“Fine. But if there’s anything at all fishy about it, it’s over,” Terrance said, and we could hear his heavy boot steps crossing the hard concrete floor of the warehouse. He was heading for the door near us. Inside, Mae spoke to Leslie in hushed tones, and I could tell she was leading her further into the warehouse. I looked at Mary, and she nodded, holding her gun firmly against her chest, ready to piston her legs up at the sight of Terrance. I mimicked her, and when the door flung open, she went high and right, and I stayed low and left.

He didn’t have time to draw his own gun, as Mary pointed hers at him and smiled. She motioned for him to set it on the ground and kick it over, which he did. His face didn’t betray his emotions for a second, and I knew I didn’t want to play poker against the guy.

In a matter of seconds, Mae was leading out a pissed-off version of herself.

“You have no idea what you’re doing, Donna. You’re really helping these humans, the same two that stopped us from doing what we were born to do? You’re as bad as her.” Leslie didn’t have to say Mae for us to all know who she meant. The look on Mae’s face must have given something away. “Wait a minute. You’re not Donna, are you? You’re that traitor!” Leslie lunged at Mae, almost connecting a shove, when Mary shot the ground behind Leslie’s feet.

“Get back!” Mary yelled. “And never call her that again. You don’t have any power anymore.”

Leslie’s resolve slipped and her shoulders slumped. Terrance’s firmly gripped fists loosened, and I hoped we were done with any altercations. Grabbing the zip ties from Mary’s pack, I went behind Terrance first and tied his hands behind his back, followed by Leslie’s. Guns were aimed at them the whole time.

“Let’s get them in the back of the truck and get on the road. We’ll call in and let them know we’ve acquired the targets,” Mae said without emotion. I figured she felt like a part of her was betraying her kind again, but I also knew she wholeheartedly disagreed with what they were doing.

“I’ll take the Jeep, if you guys don’t mind,” Mae said as we slid the back shut on the truck and padlocked it. There had been nothing back there, and we checked thoroughly for any hidden compartments where a weapon might have been stashed.

“Everything okay?” I asked her softly.

She just nodded glumly and touched my hand for a second, before heading across the street with the Jeep keys jingling along the way.

Soon we were heading back to the main highway, en route to New Mexico where, we’d been told, a location would be sent when we were within a hundred miles of the secret base. It was all a little too covert for me, but alien security was probably a good idea given the Event, and the stuff the hybrids just tried to pull off. We didn’t really know exactly what it was they were going to pull off, but we had to hope it could be stopped if the wheels were already in motion. I was happy to bring them to Dalhousie and General Heart, and let them deal with that part. I just wanted some sleep.

“Dean, let me know if you need to rest for a bit. I don’t mind driving,” Mary said from the passenger seat. It was stuffy in there, and I rolled the window down, letting in the warm morning air.

“Sounds good. Maybe in an hour or so. I’m too wound up to rest anyway.” It was the truth.

“I love you,” she said as she closed her eyes and turned from me.

“I love you too,” I replied. The words from the text message hung in the front of my mind.


NINE

It was a long drive to the border of New Mexico, and we had to fill up a few times. The truck’s mileage was terrible, and each time we stopped at a near-empty, out-of-the-way gas station in hopes that no one would hear the two prisoners in the back if they decided to shout or cause a scene. Lucky for us, they didn’t make a peep, and when we opened the door on the side of the road halfway through our journey, they were both cross-legged, leaning against the far corners, staring at us. They seemed surprised that we would offer them water and a bathroom break, but they took both with caution. I figured maybe compassion would soften them up, even though I knew they didn’t deserve anything but the worst treatment for what they’d done. My mother’s words rang in my mind as I tipped the water bottle slowly: “You catch more flies with honey.” I’d never understood that as a kid but did now.

Mae seemed more like her old self; the time alone must have helped. We passed the border into New Mexico well past sunset, and because of the stops and the governor on the truck, it was around eight at night when the text came in from General Heart’s people. Mary had a location sent to her tablet, and before we knew it, we were heading off the main highway, and onto a back road in the rocky, hilly landscape.

The dusk sky turned to darkness, and with no lights on the roadsides, I struggled to make sure we stayed on the road.

“How far now?” I asked for the fifth time in the last half-hour.

“Looks like we should be up on it soon. I have no idea how they’ve kept a whole facility hidden out here. There aren’t a lot of homes or anything, but those vessels aren’t small. Testing the ships must get seen by the people in the area,” Mary said.

“Yeah, we saw a town, what, ten miles back?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

The road we were on ended, with a large cement barricade preceded by some reflective construction signs saying “Road Ends.”

“What do we do now?” Mary asked, zooming in on her tablet.

“Pass that over, please,” I said, reaching for it. “Looks like there’s a dirt track here, and if we follow that, we should be there in a couple of minutes. I know it’s dark, but I don’t see a damn thing out there.” It was pitch black out here by then, but the sky was full of stars out in the middle of nowhere, and the moon hung low in the sky, half-moon but full of reflective light.

“Just be careful,” Mary said, reaching for the radio. “Mae, we have to go left here onto the dirt road, and I use the term ‘road’ loosely. Do you mind going ahead of us in the Jeep so we don’t go bouncing into a big rock and end up stranded with Bonnie and Clyde in the back?”

“You got it. Just let me sneak around you. Where do you think it is? Shouldn’t we see it by now? Guards? Lights? A fence?” Mae asked over the walkie.

“That’s what we thought, but the map says we’re almost there. All I see are rocks, dirt, and stars.” Mary set the walkie down, and Mae pulled ahead of us, driving slowly over the bumpy terrain.

We bounced along behind her, the truck’s old suspension not made for this kind of travel. Five minutes of that, and we were coming to another barricade. Mae slowed before us. It was the strangest thing. Our lights blasted the back of Mae’s Jeep, and I turned them down. For a moment, I thought Mae had turned her lights off, but then saw they hit the construction signs but didn’t travel beyond them, like some sick science experiment my brain couldn’t comprehend.

“What is this?” I asked, getting out of the truck, almost stumbling as I looked forward. Mary was right behind me, and we walked over to Mae, who was also looking ahead, jaw dropped down in wonder.

Twenty feet in front of us, the air shimmered, and the light from the Jeep dissipated into nothing, like it was sucked into a black hole. I could see rocks and dirt beyond it, but it didn’t look right, like we were being tricked with an optical illusion. Looking up, we could see the stars in the distance.

“Look,” Mary said, pointing upward. I didn’t know what she meant, but then I saw it. A blurry line straight across the sky, like something bent at that point.

Before we could try to figure out what it was we were seeing, a noise like a garage door squeaking open hit us, and forty yards to the right, a door was opening; a door out of thin air. Three people came out of the doorway, which was large enough for vehicles to pass through. I saw Mae bring her hand to her gun, which was tucked into the back of her pants. I wondered if I should do the same but recognized the man at the forefront of the three. The other two were holding assault rifles, and stood half a foot taller than Trent Breton, one of the engineers from our meeting with the president in Washington.

“Glad you could make it,” Trent said, smiling wide. “Do you have the package?”

Mary nodded and pointed to the truck.

“Slate, do you mind pulling the truck to the compound? Henrik, take the Jeep, please.” Trent was still smiling as he motioned for us to follow him. “Don’t worry, your belongings will be brought to your rooms in a few minutes. Patrice asked me to meet you out here and show you the wall.” He led us to the slightly shimmering façade and ran his hand along it, where I noticed a small, almost indiscernible ripple, like a crease in a bedsheet. “Pretty cool, wouldn’t you say? We found some truly remarkable technology lodged in the ships’ computers. Things we could never have imagined working so easily. Being an engineer, I always dreamed of inventing or working on something like this, a cloaking device of sorts.”

I was finally picking up what he was saying. “Are you telling us there’s a whole facility hidden behind this wall that looks just like the distant desert?”

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you. I won’t bore you with all the details, but it involves refraction, thousands of reflective cameras imaging other points, and a net of sorts. We actually have a solid wall with the device draped over it.”

Mary lifted an eyebrow. “How do you keep people from seeing inside from above? Planes? Drones?”

“It covers the base in a dome. Think of a football stadium with a retractable ceiling,” Trent said, seemingly very pleased with himself. I didn’t blame him, because I was thoroughly impressed with it.

“And just how big is this dome of yours?” Mary asked.

He paused, as if thinking, and continued walking until they neared the open bay door. The truck passed through, and we waited to the side as the Jeep followed it. Once they had safely passed us, he stepped forward and smiled widely once again. We followed, and I was amazed at what I saw.

From the outside, we just saw a representation of the night, complete with hills, rocks, landscape, and stars; but when we looked inside, there was a huge structure, lights high in the roof, which had to be three hundred feet in the air. It went on for as far as I could see in all directions, and off what must have been a few miles was one of the transport vessels. Though I’d seen them countless times over the past year, my pulse still quickened at the sight of the gargantuan ship.

“It’s about twenty square miles. We had to make it big enough to house the vessel for testing, and everything else we’re doing here, including weapons testing. We couldn’t have anyone seeing what we’re doing. And for all we know, we’re always being watched, maybe from space right now. Even by the Bhlat. We don’t know enough, so we erred on the side of caution,” Trent said. He wasn’t kidding.

“How was it possible to cover that much space with this net?” I asked.

“Once we had it figured out, it came down to 3D printers… a lot of them. It’s amazing what you can accomplish with some of the world’s foremost engineers and a lot of resources. We had printers sent from all around the globe, and it only took two months to make it. After multiple glitches and setbacks, we were up and running six months ago,” he said, walking into the base. We followed behind. The doors slid shut as we cleared the opening, clinking shut with finality, and we were closed in.

“What about people in the area? How could you keep this secret?” Mae asked. We were all full of questions.

“We picked an isolated spot, but one that was quickly accessible from most of the United States. It had a low ratio of people per square mile because of the hard ground and lack of farmable land, so Dalhousie took a tenth of the state and relocated everyone within a hundred-mile radius, or wherever they wanted to go. With half the houses vacant in the States, it wasn’t that hard. Now, if you’ll come with me, I’ll show you to your rooms to freshen up. I heard you had a long day.” Trent didn’t pry any further on our adventures, and I was thankful for it as we made our way through the rocky terrain, on foot at first, until one of the carts we’d seen on the video in Washington swung by and picked us up. It sat the four of us with no problem, and we were whisked away to a group of shipping containers a mile or so away.

We’d headed in the direction of the vessel, and now I could see the large building beside it: the warehouse we’d seen the ships in on the video. I got a tingle thinking of those gray ships, red lasers blasting out of them, cutting the ground in front of us on our way south to get to Florida.

There weren’t many people lingering around, and those that I saw were uniformed like the guards had been. Not quite military, and not quite police, but something in the middle. The accountant in me wanted to see the books for this place, if they even bothered keeping track of it anymore.

The shipping containers were stacked on top of each other, so they were around ten high, and twenty left to right. There was an intricate step and balcony system, making them all accessible from the ground, and each had its own door. I remembered seeing an article on the web a couple years before about people using containers like this for homes, and I could now see they’d done the same thing. If I wasn’t in a dome hiding alien spaceships, I would have been more impressed.

“This is an interesting setup. Who stays here?” Mary asked Trent from the backseat.

The cart stopped, letting us out. I said thank you to the driver before he took off, leaving us standing at the base of the Lego-like structure.

“We have a more permanent structure for the staff, guards, engineers, and physicists. Dalhousie and the General have another complex where they stay if they’re around these parts for a visit. You guys are the first to stay here, with the exception of your friends.” As if on cue, a dog barked, and in the artificial daylight, I saw Carey bounding toward me, tongue flopping out the side of his mouth, his ears flapping up and down with each hop.

“Carey!” I called to him and lowered to my knees, enveloping him in a hug as he jumped on me, getting a wet face for my efforts. “Who’s a good boy? I missed you, bud.” He seemed to like that as he wiggled around me, rolling on the ground before saying hi to Mary, with a hesitant greeting for Mae.

Magnus and Natalia walked toward us, coming from behind the container complex, holding cups of coffee. Magnus had a tennis ball in his hand, and I assumed he’d been playing fetch with Carey in the grassed area behind the buildings.

I had a vision of a bad sitcom taking place here, about the crazy characters living in a complex of shipping containers in an alien ship research facility. I’d call it the Earth Defense Farce.

Nat picked up her pace when she got closer, and Magnus raised an eyebrow at seeing her obvious concern. Her having friends had thrown him for a bit of a loop, seeing a new woman blossom in her. She gave us each big hugs, and Magnus came in and did the same.

“You guys do know we only parted ways two days ago, right?” Mary asked, and it surprised me it had only been that long. It felt like at least a week.

“But you got to do all the exciting stuff, while we were cramped up in…” Magnus waved his arm in the air. “Whatever this is. Everything go okay?”

Trent stepped forward, and it seemed like we’d forgotten the engineer was present. “I’m going to bed now, but I’m sure I’ll see you in the morning. Choose whatever rooms you like. They’re unlocked, and the keys are inside the desk drawers.”

We said goodnight, and before we knew it, the gang was back together.

“Welcome to the Earth Defense Unit,” Trent said before walking away.

The words were meant to be friendly, but they carried a weight with them: a sense of finality.

“Well?” Magnus prompted.

“Yes. It went well. Almost too well,” Mae said. “Do you think we could freshen up and get something to eat? Maybe we can tell you our tale with Dalhousie there to save the redundancy.”

Magnus looked a little taken aback, but he let it slide. “Sure thing. You guys have had a stressful couple of days. Take a unit. Nat has eleven, and I took twelve.” He smiled at me. “What? We like to be close. It’s safer that way.”

Mae was already walking to the complex, and soon she was inside the bottom left unit, Number One.

“Is she okay?” Nat asked Mary in hushed tones.

“I think so. The hybrids are in a tough spot, and those two crazy bastards aren’t helping things. I’m just glad we caught them before they could do any more damage.” Mary walked on, taking Unit Five. “Dean, you coming?” she asked, and for some reason, I wasn’t sure if she was going to take her own room or not. I guess that answered that.

“We’ll just be a few minutes. Then you guys can call us a cab, and we’ll go for dinner and drinks, maybe some dancing,” I joked, and Magnus guffawed for my benefit.

“Sounds like a plan, I’ll bring the Hummer around,” Magnus said, and Nat gave us a small wave. Carey looked confused for a second, but soon he plopped along, following us inside the room. I shrugged at Magnus and shut the door.

The room was bigger inside than I would have guessed. To the right was a living room, with a door at the end of it, leading to a bedroom. The kitchen was on the left, and a bathroom straight ahead. Overall, I was thoroughly impressed with the effective setup.

We found food on the kitchen shelves, mostly stuff with long shelf life, and the bathroom was stocked with toiletries. It was like our own little hotel in a dome in the desert.

Ten minutes and a hot shower later, I was snacking on some crackers, while Mary was drying her hair. A knock clanged on the door, and Carey ran to it, giving it a bark for good order. Mae was there, in a uniform like the ones the guards were wearing.

“Did they not bring your luggage to your room?” I asked, since ours had made it there five minutes ago.

“They did. I just wanted to be in the part. If I’m Earth Defense, then I’m Earth Defense.” Her back straightened as she said it, and I thought there was a sense of pride emanating from her.

“It looks damn nice on you,” Mary said as she stepped into the room. “Mae, are you okay?”

Mae stepped in, grabbing a couple of crackers and leaning down to pass one to the begging cocker spaniel. He graciously accepted. “I will be. I feel responsible for what Leslie and Terrance have done, killing those people, working with humans to attack. We have to find out how deep the web goes.”

“Maybe it was just the one in Washington. It seemed like they just wanted to distract the country with some random shooting. Or give people the impression they had more power than they actually do,” Mary said.

“I hope you’re right. Either way, I do feel better now that we’re here, and they’re locked up.” She smiled and set her hand on my arm. “And thanks for saying it looks good on me.” She spun around, and we laughed.

A horn honked once, and I looked at my watch, worried it was a little late to be honking a horn.

“Don’t worry, Dean. There’s no one sleeping nearby right now. It’s only ten thirty. Let’s get some food and see what Dalhousie has for us,” Mary said, and with that, we left our newly-discovered temporary home.


TEN

The lights were dim in the sterile room, and crumbs were all that was left of my late-night sandwich. I sipped the bottom part of my coffee as Dalhousie and General Heart listened to us tell our tale from the start of the mission to getting to their base. She wrote some notes as we spoke, and I could see her write with fervor as we told her about the erratic behavior Skip had displayed.

“Good thing you had that CIA IT guy,” Mary said. “We would have been searching for a needle in a haystack otherwise.”

The president nodded slowly, a frown crossing her forehead. “It was just too easy. Don’t you think murderers would have gone with a fight? Especially since it was you three who went to get them.”

“Did you want them to fight? Dispose of us?” Mae asked, taking the comments a different way than I had.

Dalhousie shook her head. “Mae! I’m just saying it seemed a little too simple. Did they say anything at all about other contacts outside? Any big threats they’re planning to set off with some human help?”

“We didn’t really have time for a big conversation out there. We just wanted to get them into custody and brought to you. Where are they now?” I asked.

Tapping her finger on the desk, the president looked deep in thought, as if calculating something important. “Sorry? Oh, they’re in some makeshift brig. We’ve added some to the ships and vessels. If we ever make contact out there, we want to be able to lock an enemy up if needed. On the ships, we’ve made prison sections. For the same reason, or for our own people if needed.”

This reminded me of all the atrocities humans had done against themselves while in space the first time.

“Why would we need the vessel ships any longer?” Magnus asked quietly.

“Because if the Bhlat do find us, we don’t have enough protection. We’re sending a colony ship out to Proxima b,” Dalhousie said with finality.

All my life, I’d thought about exploring the stars, since I was a kid wishing I was on the bridge of the Enterprise, and we were going to do it. My eyes shifted to Mary, and she was looking back at me, as if we had some unspoken agreement.

“Who’s going on this trip?” Mary asked for us.

Dalhousie paused, looking over at General Heart. With a gesture meaning go ahead, Heart took over. “Proxima Centauri b is liveable.”

“How do we know that?” Magnus asked gruffly.

“Because I’ve been there.” Heart sat up straight, looking us in the eyes one by one, as if to gauge a reaction. “I went with Slate and Jeff Dinkle, along with Allana and Clare.” He referred to the burly guard we’d met on our approach, and the TV host obsessed with aliens. The other two had been at our meeting in Washington: physics and engineering.

We all sat on the edge of our seats, blown away that there was a whole planet that we could access at our fingertips.

“Well?” Mary blurted, and cut the tension in the room.

“It was everything we hoped for. Lush green land, water, and breathable air.” Heart, normally a stoic man, smiled widely.

“Were there… other life-forms there?” I asked, curiosity burning my veins.

“Yes. No intelligent life, and by that, I mean we saw no signs of humanoid or bipedal life. They do have a wide assortment of insects and wildlife, like any planet with a healthy ecosystem would,” Heart explained. It was a lot to take in.

“I’m not sure why everyone is so surprised. We were invaded, had half our world killed by an alien race who in turn had hybrid human-aliens, and they were being chased out by an even bigger, badder race. God knows how many worlds are out there, but one thing we do know is we have faster than light travel now, and this opens the universe to us. To all its wonders and dangers.” Dalhousie looked like she was going to start standing in her speech but stayed sitting at the last line.

“So those ships had FTL?” Mary asked. I knew what FTL stood for from the mass of science fiction I’d devoured as a young single man. Accountants have all read the classics, no matter what they tell you.

“Yes, it turns out the input Teelon supplied you and Natalia didn’t explain everything about the ships. Whether this was a glitch, an issue of compatibility with the human brain, or a conscious decision by the creature hell-bent on killing two races, remains to be seen. But we know we can travel around four light years in a month of our time.” The president looked for a reaction, and she got it. We couldn’t hold back our surprise.

“You’re telling me we can get to this planet and back in just over two months?” Magnus asked.

“Not in the vessel ships. Their tech is a little more dated, but they can do it in twice that. I don’t understand it all, but the team tells me it harnesses singularity: the power of a black hole. If they had this technology, and were afraid of someone, we should be afraid too. I take that back… we have to be cautious,” Dalhousie said.

“Damn right we have to be afraid. Let’s not beat around the bush here, Madame President, some bad mamas are out there, and they want to kill us and take our world. Probably for resources, or maybe they want us as slaves, like the Kraski did for the Deltras. Either way, we’re hooped unless we figure it out before they end up on our doorstep.” Magnus reached for his cup, finding it empty.

“You didn’t answer my question. Who’s going to Proxima?” Mary asked for the second time.

Heart looked at the president and pulled at his collar in a nervous gesture. “Magnus and Natalia will be going with Dinkle,” he said, and I leaned forward as he continued, “as well as other key parties who will specialize in setting up Earth’s first-ever colony. Mae will also be going with them.” He said the last part as if it was of second importance. I thought he was trying to just slip it in there at the end.

“What about us?” I finally found my voice.

“We need you and Mary here. You’re the face of the resistance against anything alien to our people. We’re putting you two in charge of the Earth Defense Unit, and you’ll work side by side with General Heart here. What you don’t know about training pilots and intelligence officers, he and his team will help you with.” Dalhousie took all the wind out of my sails as she spoke. I’d been relegated to becoming a pencil pusher even after saving the world. That was a full three-sixty.

Carey was at my feet, and his chin moved and set down on my shoe. I’d missed him too. Finding a small piece of leftovers on the table, I brought it to him, and he happily took it without complaint. At least I could stay with him through this training.

“We’re also working on expanding the fleet. So far, we’ve been able to duplicate the ships with success and are designing them with humans in mind. I think you’ll enjoy the tour in the morning.” Dalhousie was ending the meeting with her comments, and though I wanted nothing more than to see what was inside that massive warehouse, I also wanted to close my eyes and sleep like a baby for twelve hours.

We headed back to the sleeping complex in carts and were quiet the whole time. There was a lot to take in, and the idea of staying behind while our friends left for a new world was something that would take getting used to.

After saying good night, and a quick pre-sleep routine, Mary and I were in bed, two single beds pushed together with a queen-sized sheet overtop. Her hand rested on my face, and we looked at each other as Carey snored at our feet. “If I have to train an Earth Defense unit with anyone, I’m glad it’s you,” she said.

I didn’t reply, just kissed her softly and closed my eyes. I saw ships in the skies, strange planets, and the burning sun as I dozed off to slumber.

_____________

The morning air was dense and warm, instantly making my new uniform cling to my skin as we made our way toward the ship hangar. Beside it sat the transport vessel, just like the one I’d floated in space to affix the tether to, saving a large chunk of lives. It seemed such an insanely immense task now, but then it had just been the end goal of a long journey. The outside of the vessel was the same matte black I remembered, and I was curious to see the adjustments they’d made to the interior. They had been functional before, but they would need better plumbing and other systems to make them work for a large group going for an extended trip. We learned that the Kraski had been planning on moving their whole population in them, but where I thought of interstellar travel using cryogenics to put the travelers out, they were going to just gas their people with a drug that would keep them in a sort of stasis that wouldn’t need food or water for extended periods of time. They’d tried to use them on the humans so they wouldn’t know what hit them as they ran into the sun, but almost all of them had failed.

I supposed the Kraski would have been upset if they got their people on board, only to find out many would die before arriving because of a lack of supplies. Turned out they didn’t need them, because the mystery race called the Bhlat ended the need when they invaded and killed the whole planet’s worth of Kraski. They’d already left in anticipation, since the vessels were being stored deep in their system.

Could I blame them for being an ornery bunch, wanting a new world? No. But I also wouldn’t let myself feel bad for killing the ones that had come to Earth. Karma and all that. I just hoped it didn’t come back to bite me, but if it did, that was the universe.

“I can’t believe you guys are going to another planet,” I said to Magnus and Natalia as we approached General Heart and Clare, the other main engineer alongside Trent. She smiled widely at us, and it was nice to have a friendly face around. Heart seemed to have a perpetual scowl that wouldn’t lift.

“Yes, my friend. I wish you three were coming with us. Maybe we can talk them into it. Won’t be the same without you all there.” Magnus smiled as he spoke.

Heart looked extra perturbed and he motioned me aside.

“Why don’t you all go ahead? I just have to speak with Mr. Parker for a moment,” Heart said, taking my arm in a light grip and walking me twenty feet past the door. When he spoke again, it was in hushed tones. “Dean, something is off about our guests you brought in. They claim they did have a part in the shooting, but it was intentionally not deadly. They wanted to escape and create chaos among us while doing so, but they also said they really just want to get their people, the hybrids, off-planet. There’s somewhere else they know out there that will take them in, and they don’t want to be a burden to us any longer. They feel like sitting in a prisoner of war camp, though we aren’t calling it that, but let’s call a spade a spade here, is a horrible fate. They understand now that they were brainwashed their whole lives, and they’re acting remorseful.”

I held up my hand. “Wait now. General, if you saw the bloody corpses they left in their wake back in Long Island, you wouldn’t believe a damned word those psychos said.”

“That’s the other thing. They say they had nothing to do with those deaths. When we brought them up, they genuinely looked shocked and upset at Clendening being dead. Leslie cried, saying they’d been lovers. I don’t trust them, but something doesn’t add up here.” Heart wiped his forehead with a handkerchief.

The images of the dead guard on his bed and the other hanging in the loading dock office hit me, and I felt sick to my stomach. If they hadn’t done it, then who had? Could Skip have been off his rocker enough to do it, so he could blame the hybrids he hated so much?

“We’ll keep it up, but I wanted to let you know. They asked me to tell you specifically that they’re innocent and just want to leave Earth. According to them, most of the hybrids from Long Island would leave willingly. They also don’t trust Mae.”

I thought about this and didn’t blame them. She was the first one to help us, and without her, they would have succeeded in killing off the human race.

“They just see her as one of us now,” I said, and Heart and I made our way to the hangar doors.

“Maybe you can talk to them later? They asked for you,” he said, looking desperate for answers. I got the feeling that Heart was happy to have someone else there to divert the hybrid or alien business to. While I was sure he made a hell of a general pre-invasion, he looked older now than even the few days earlier when I’d met him, and much older than the interviews I’d seen with him on television months after we were returned.

“I’m not sure what I can do, but I’m here to help,” was all I could think of to say.

He looked relieved and together we walked into the building. Its ceilings must have been one hundred and fifty feet high, and inside were half a dozen of the Kraski ships. There was a charge of energy inside the room, causing the hairs on my arms to lift a little bit.

Heart passed me a green pin, and I placed it on my uniform lapel. I was looking forward to someone explaining the technology behind these devices that allowed us to pass through a solid wall.

The ship closest to us was black, not the silver-gray of the other Kraski ships.

“What’s this?” Mary asked, running her hand over the smooth surface of the ship. Where the original Kraski ships were about eighty yards long, this one was almost twice that.

Heart smiled wide but waved his hand over to Clare to take over the answering period. “This is our newest design. We took everything you know and love about the original Kraski ships, and we’ve integrated some great features for humans: toilets, Bluetooth speakers for music, and just the right amount of mix in the air.”

“Why does the outside look different?” I asked, seeing not only a color difference, but a texture variance.

“You know the technology we use to stay hidden out here in the dome? This ship has the same thing. It isn’t as effective in a closed building, but out in the sky or space, you have to literally run into the thing to know it’s there. We also found a way to block it from the Kraski and Deltra radars, and we’re hoping that means it will stay hidden from other potential threats out there.” Heart didn’t have to say that he meant the Bhlat, because it was obvious.

Carey pulled against his leash and barked at a Kraski ship near us. It looked a lot less ominous on the concrete floor of a hangar than searching for us on our journey, ready to blast us into oblivion… if that had even been their plan. In the end, they were only trying to herd us to Machu Picchu to turn off the Shield. I wondered where the Shield was, guessing it was probably safely tucked away somewhere nearby.

Magnus and Natalia stood to the side, and she slipped her arm around the large man’s waist and pulled him close. He leaned down to kiss the top of her head, and I couldn’t help but feel happy for the two of them. They would be among the first people to go to a new world, and I couldn’t think of anyone I’d rather have relish an experience like that than them. The fact that I’d miss them went without saying. The urge to call my old best friend James overtook me, and I shoved it down, deciding I’d ask for a way to reach outside the dome later. While I was at it, I’d call my sister, whom I also needed to talk to all of a sudden.

“We won’t need the pins for this, but they might come in handy, like in your adventures.” Heart clicked a button on a keychain, and the ship raised up off the ground quietly, followed by a ramp dropping to the ground under the new ship. This way, you could bring goods on and off the ship with a dolly, and not need to float through like an alien wizard. The technology the Kraski had was cool, but not always practical.

Carey hesitated on the grated ramp, but when he found his feet wouldn’t fall through, he ran up in excitement. Though Magnus and Nat were leaving us behind, I was grateful that Carey could stay with us, and we could stay an odd little family. Mary was ahead of me, her uniform hugging her curves, making the whole picture look far more flattering than my uniform on me. She’d told me it was hot, and passed me her aviators back at the room, slapping me in the butt and calling me Maverick. We’d laughed, and I couldn’t help but think of how lucky I was.

I was the last up the ramp to the ship, and as I’d expected, we were in a small bay used for storage and supplies. The lighting was soft and less sterile than the Kraski ship had been. Essentially, we were in the middle of the ship; behind us were the crew quarters, which consisted of four rooms with bunks. Two rooms had four beds, and the other two had two each, making room for twelve to sleep at the same time, but with most crews, I imagined there would be shifts. The space was twice the size of the other ships, but the idea of sharing the space with twenty people over an extended period of time was enough to make me feel claustrophobic.

Mary held up, and after a nod from Heart, she let Carey off his leash to explore. He barked in excitement and took off. “Quite the different experience, huh? I honestly hardly remember what the Kraski ship we flew in looked like, I was so invested in flying it and trying to stop what was happening. Basically a trip fueled by adrenaline, stress, and fear. I remember lying in those beds and talking to you. I think I started to fall for you that moment.” She said this, and I remembered it all vividly. The ship, the sterile smell, sharing that moment with Mary was when I’d really started falling for her too. I also remembered tethering myself up along with Magnus to find a vessel half-filled with dead people.

“I fell for you too,” was all I could bring myself to say.

Before we got back to the loading area, Heart showed us the small room that housed a dozen or so suits, designed specifically to fit human males and females, with built-in body fluid recyclers and radiation protection like the Kraski suits. They also had the thrusters attached to the hand controls, which would come in handy if you were floating uselessly in space. I hoped to never be in that position again.

“These kick ass!” Magnus said, sifting through them, probably seeing if they had one large enough to fit his big frame.

I noticed a cabinet, but when I tried to open it, I couldn’t pull it open.

Heart put his thumb to it. It beeped, then unlatched. “We’ll get you guys set up on the system when we’re done here. You’ll have full access.” I caught an underlying sense of unease in the general at giving a civilian access to all of this, but Dalhousie had him sold on us working on the Earth Defense Unit. In time, I was sure he would grow to trust, and hopefully even like us.

Inside what looked like a large custom wardrobe from a high-end house sat a line of weapons, each larger than its predecessor. Magnus nudged me and whistled as he saw the arsenal.

“Not planning on meeting any friendlies out there, are we?” he asked as a joke, but it sat at the pit of my stomach. He was right.

We continued the tour, crossing up to the front half of the ship, where we passed by an engineering room. Clare glowed as she explained the propulsion system. It was all over my head, but Mary looked enthralled; I’d ask her to spell it out in layman’s terms later. What I did understand was that each of the ships had FTL capability. When activated, the propulsion boosters opened from behind the ship, and it took hours to charge the drives, depending on how long your trip was. Otherwise, they could travel any direction with all the mini-thrusters we’d been using, and they were quite fast, from my experience.

The bridge came next, and it was gorgeous. Instead of the small space we’d been in, with two seats and a computer screen, it was like something out of all the science fiction movies I’d seen. Large viewport front and center, with five seats, each with their own workstation. Fashion added to function, since it was the first model Earth had built themselves. Brown leather trimmed the swiveling chairs, reminding me a bit of my office chair at my old company.

Heart and Clare showed us around, and I was only half-listening as they clicked controls and showed viewscreen options. I didn’t expect to be flying one of these ships myself, so I’d leave it to the professionals. As it went on, the walls felt like they were closing in on me, and before they were done, I slipped out, with the excuse I was going to find Carey. As I neared the ramp out, Carey found me, nuzzling into my leg. Together we walked down and outside – if I could call it outside, since there was a ceiling over our heads high above. They’d done a great job of having soft light, imitating the sun, and then I realized it was sunlight we were seeing. The canopy reflected and emulated the other side of the net they’d installed. I could even make out clouds. It was amazing.

“Dean, they want to show us the newly renovated colony ship.” It was Mae. She’d approached so quietly while I was looking to the sky. When I turned to her, I could have sworn I was looking at Janine, but I pushed the memories away.

“Sounds good.” It came out choked.

She rubbed Carey’s head, which caused him to follow after her as we made our way to the modified transport vessel.

I’d originally underestimated the size of the things when they’d first lowered to Earth, and though the news had given a solid estimate, they could realistically hold about a million people in comfort. The sheer volume cramped on them a year ago had been deadly in many ways.

“How many people are you bringing on this first venture to Proxima?” I asked Clare, who in return beamed at me, running her fingers through her short bob-cut brown hair.

“The plan called for around one hundred, but as we got deeper into it, with maintenance, construction, botanists, air and water purification, and all the other boxes, we needed about one thousand to check them all off. I wish you were coming with us. I mean, the hero of mankind and all. Would be nice to have you alongside us as we find a new home.” Clare turned a bit red, and I wasn’t sure if it was from her gushing to me, or because she might have let some secret information slip.

Mary was behind me, rolling her eyes as soon as I looked back. She didn’t seem the jealous type, and why should she be? She was a strong, beautiful woman, whom I didn’t even deserve.

“Wow, one thousand? Do all the people who are going know it yet?” I wondered how they would all take the news.

“Most of them. Some of the roles, we asked for volunteers. Doctors, veterinarians, teachers…” She looked me in the eyes. “We need certain people to come, and most wouldn’t come unless their families were able to join. We want this to be a wonderful experience for everyone, and the future is there, so having families and schools will give us a foundation to build our new home on.” I could hear Dalhousie’s passion through this young woman.

“It all sounds great. I can’t wait to visit,” I said. I had an idea. “My sister, Isabelle Parker, is a veterinarian in California. I think this is the type of thing she’d love to do. Can we pose it to her?” The last time we’d talked, she seemed so down, and she had always been more of a space nut than me.

“Of course.” Clare beamed at me. “Anything for your family, Dean. Send me her number and we can contact her. Unless you want to make the invite?”

“Sure, how about I call her and ask? I’ve been meaning to talk to her.”

Clare smiled and walked ahead, talking to Natalia now, and I slowed, letting Mary catch up. “Oh, Dean, I wish you were coming with us,” Mary said in a light pouty voice, pushing her chest against my arms and giggling.

“That’s enough. I’m sure it has less to do with her wanting to sleep with me, than it does that I’m some sort of idol. God knows I deserve their attention less than any of you guys do, but if all the women in the world now want a piece of me, then I suppose I’ll just have to make myself be permanently unavailable.” I blurted the words without thinking what they meant, and when it clicked, I surprised myself by not regretting what I said. After Janine had passed three or so years ago, if you’d have asked me, I would never even have looked at another woman. Mary had changed all of that in the most unbelievable of scenarios.

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Her joking tone was gone. “Or should I say, are you asking what I think you’re asking?”

We were twenty feet back from the rest of the group by then, and I stopped her, holding her hands in mine.

“Mary Lafontaine, would you do me the honor of being my wife?” I whispered beside her ear, my lips lightly touching it.

She nuzzled in, and now her lips were on my ear. “Yes. Yes, I will do you the honor,” she whispered back before biting my lobe.

“General Heart, you guys go ahead. We’ll be right there. We just… forgot something back at the room,” I called before we turned back, almost running to the hangar where a cart was waiting for us to borrow.

As the rest of the group went for a tour of the colony ship, all I could think about was how much I wanted to see my new fiancée’s pants on the floor of our little room.


ELEVEN

The next few days were spent with me going over training plans, Mary getting lessons on the new ships as well as the old, and Magnus and Natalia helping organize the colony supplies’ loading. It was a busy time for all of us.

It wasn’t until day five there that Heart came knocking on my door early in the morning. Mary was already out, and Carey sat at my feet as I ate a light breakfast, hoping I would give in and share with him.

Heart looked tired as I opened the door, seeing him outside his uniform. He shrugged when he saw me appraising him. “I’m supposed to be leaving today to see my family for the weekend. Before I go, I wanted to ask if you would visit the prisoners. They’ve asked after you, and frankly, we’re of two minds on them. If they are telling the truth, we’ll be doing something horrible. We don’t have a judiciary system set up for something like this. If they did kill those people, then we have to decide what to do.” He said the last sentence gravely.

Against my wishes, I said, “Sure. I’ll stop by this morning.”

Just like that, I found myself standing in the prisoner area an hour later, waiting to be let through a secured door. It was more than secure, it was like Fort Knox; steel doors two feet thick were the only way in, with thumb and retinal scans, as well as a passcode. They weren’t messing around. We had been given clearance for most things around the base, but not for this area.

As I waited, I pondered my engagement to Mary, knowing it was what my once-broken heart wanted, but wondering if that was the most opportune time for such an announcement. We’d decided to keep it secret for the time being, and it wasn’t easy since we were surrounded by our closest friends.

The door buzzed, and the guard on duty led me through. I saw myself on screens along the wall, being filmed as I walked.

“You guys take this seriously,” I said to the guard, who just grunted his assent. In a moment, we were at the end of the hall, past six or so empty cells.

“He’s all yours. Just holler if you need anything.” With that the guard was gone, back down the hall. Terrance and I were a few feet apart, separated by nothing but what appeared to be a thin wall of plastic. I knew better than that.

A folding chair was propped against the wall, on which I flipped down and set before the cell.

“Where is she?” Terrance asked. He looked sickly: pale and slick with a light sheen of sweat.

“Who?” I asked, before noticing Leslie wasn’t in any cell down the hall. “Leslie?”

He nodded. Sitting on the edge of his small cot in the tiny room, he looked half the size he had when we found them in Nashville.

They hadn’t filled me in on any of this. I imagined the two prisoners would have been kept apart so they could interrogate each alone.

“She’s fine.” I didn’t like making it up, but these people killed in cold blood, and I didn’t think a white lie was tipping the karmic scale in their case.

His head hung down below his shoulders. “Dean, we just want to leave Earth.”

“And where do you want to go?” I asked.

“There’s a place. Just get them to let us go, and there will be no further trouble.” It sounded like a veiled threat.

“What makes you think they’ll listen to me? I’m just an accountant.”

He made a noise like a snicker. “If you ask, they’ll consider it.”

These guys really gave me more pull than I had. I felt like an outsider at the base, but also knew that might change the longer I was there. Not that that was comforting.

“Why should I? We talked to Clayton in D.C. and he blamed you guys,” I said, voice rising slightly.

He looked up from his stoop, making eye contact with me. “The shooting in D.C. was our doing. We knew it would get your attention. There was no other way we could get you in front of us to talk.”

There had been a couple other shootings around the country in the past week, and Heart thought they might be connected to them. “Do you have anything to do with the other recent shootings?”

He shook his head. “No, we don’t. You know how people are. Once a rumor starts, it spreads like wildfire. You don’t think there are hundreds of people in the US that wouldn’t conspire to frame the hybrids for something like this? They hate us. They blame us for all their loved ones being dead, for them being ripped from their homes into the sky, and the torture they endured as they starved in space. Can you imagine their hatred? It’s venomous, and we just want to leave.”

He made a good point, but something was missing. “If you wanted to get our attention, why did you run when we showed up? Kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?”

He shrank back. “We had our reasons, and they’ll be clear to you soon.”

I hated all the vague talk, and told him so, to which he just shrugged.

“If you want me to believe you, you better damned well give me something more than your word and a shrug,” I barked, standing up quickly. The chair flew back, clanging against the metal floor.

Terrance stood too, face right against the plastic wall between us. “Dean, they’re probably coming, and I don’t want to be here when they get here. Is that what you want to hear?” He was yelling, spittle hitting the barrier.

My pulse raced at his words. He was right. I could almost feel it in my hybrid blood. With each heartbeat, the Bhlat were closer to Earth, or closer to finding our location.

“They told me you claim you didn’t kill those guards in Long Island. Tell me.” Our faces were inches apart.

“We would never have hurt them. They were our friends. Where all the rest of them looked at us with contempt, they were always nice to us. They understood our plight more than anyone. Someone set us up, and I bet it was that piece of crap, Skip.” His anger faded, and he was moving back to the cot’s edge. If I was ever going to read someone’s truth, at that moment, I would have said he wasn’t lying. But how did the guards end up dead just as the two of them were leaving? Skip was an odd man, but was he capable of a setup like that… and murder?

“Tell me everything you know about the Bhlat,” I said, grabbing a notepad from my back pocket.

_____________

Dust flew in the air behind our truck tires as Magnus drove down the side road away from the base. In the daylight, the dome just looked like more rocky terrain, and I was once again amazed at the technology.

“We’re leaving in a couple days, Dean.” Magnus tried to sip from his coffee travel mug, and almost splashed on himself as we hit a bump.

“How much more do you need?” I asked. They’d had an endless train of materials coming to the base over the last month. All of the product was being sent to a warehouse in Santa Fe. From there, Heart’s crew picked it up.

“There were a few items they couldn’t procure, or wouldn’t, so here we are,” he said, grinning widely.

I knew this to mean cigars, Scotch, and a less than palatable Scandinavian beer.

“I wish you were coming with us, bud,” Magnus said. “I can’t believe they’re breaking up the Beatles. You know, we thought about turning them down.” This was the first time he’d told me that.

“It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity, and they need you two out there. If anyone can kick some ass if needed, it’s you two.”

“Well, I hope there are no asses there that need kicking. I kind of just want to play colonist farmer. Build a cottage on the beach. Maybe start a family.” He looked at me in his periphery.

A family. I knew they were a couple, but the idea of Magnus and Nat sitting on their porch drinking sweet tea while the kids ran around the yard was a strange image, though also one I truly wished for them.

“You’ll be a great dad. That much I know,” was all I could say.

“How about you two lovebirds?” He was fishing for information, and I wondered if it was coming from his own curiosity, or if Nat had given him a mission. They had their suspicions about our new engagement but had been nice enough to only ask indirectly. I wished he would just ask the question straight out.

“Magnus, you’re my best friend, so I’m going to cut to the chase. I asked her to marry me…” I was cut off by him almost driving into the ditch. He’d been staring at me, not the road.

“Really? Who did you ask?” he asked sarcastically. As we swung back to the packed-down dirt road, he looked at me apologetically, but his grin was as wide as I’d ever seen it. “I knew it! Nat owes me ten bucks!”

We laughed and chatted about the future over the next hour on the way to Santa Fe. It was so nice to put all the other stuff aside, and just be friends on a road trip.

We entered the city, and Magnus had me check the nav system for something I hadn’t even thought about, mainly because Mary said it wasn’t necessary: a jewelry store.

We passed by a school just on the border of the city, probably catering to all the deep-dwelling super-suburban families, as well as the rural ones. Some children romped in the playground, but the few that were there seemed subdued, swinging in silence. Teachers had always been an important commodity, but now their task of helping educate these traumatized youths was a huge task. Magnus had brought up children, and I wasn’t sure I could ever go down that alley. With Janine unable to have kids, I’d thought that ship had sailed. Of course, now I knew why. Because she wasn’t human. I thought the world’s birth rate would either take a drastic nose dive over the next year, or people would be happy to be alive, and take pleasure in the fact.

Magnus must have looked at a map before we left, because he seemed to know exactly where he was going without checking the GPS. Soon we arrived at a strip mall on the outskirts of Santa Fe, lined with generic franchises, some of which weren’t open, the windows boarded up.

Other stores were doing business as usual. After the Event, so many business owners were no longer with us that their companies were sometimes handed to family members, who often didn’t want the burden of running a post-Event-world store, which I didn’t blame them for. I could hardly go back to bean-counting after everything we’d been through, so I understood completely. But life did need to go on, normalcy and routine were necessary to rebuild our world, and many businesses did end up running after it was all said and done.

The first stop was a liquor store. The building looked new, but it’d seen better days, like the whole area. A couple down-on-their-luck guys hung out on the sidewalk in front of it. With all the housing and new jobs becoming available, it made me sad to still see what looked like poverty, though I could probably attribute it more to addiction.

“Good thing they gave me a company card. This could get ugly.” Magnus smiled widely as he flung the door open. “Come on,” he called as he walked past the two sitting men.

The liquor store was half empty, but considering logistics were just starting to get back in order, that wasn’t a surprise. A lot of these places were looted in the weeks people arrived back on Earth. Newfound life, and all some of the population could do was steal from each other. I thought about the colony ship leaving and felt a stab of guilt as I wished I could leave Earth behind and just start fresh somewhere else.

“Hello, good sir.” Magnus walked up to the cashier, who looked almost as large as his new customer.

The man grunted. “What can I do for you fine gentlemen?” he asked, eyeballing us suspiciously. I was grateful we’d decided on not wearing our uniforms. Something told me we might be dealing with some more hostility if we had.

“Scotch. I want it all.” Magnus raised his eyebrows as he spoke.

“Sure thing. We got some good stuff left over here.” The man started to walk to the next aisle.

“No. I don’t think you understand what I’m saying. I want it all. The stuff out back.” I had no idea what the hell Magnus was talking about, but he seemed to.

“Who are you?” the burly proprietor asked.

“Let’s just say, the president would be very thankful if you could supply me with what I need,” Magnus said, and the man took a step back.

“Look, I ain’t doing nothing the other stores ain’t,” he said, hands raised in the air as if to feign no responsibility for something.

“Relax. I just heard through the grapevine you had the best selection of 20-year-old Scotch in the area, and a lot of it, I might add. I’m paying, and I don’t even need a great deal on it,” Magnus said, and the man’s tense posture did relax.

“Why didn’t you say so? Drive around back. I’ll get you set up.” The man was now smiling like he’d won the lottery. “Name’s Gus.”

I followed Gus, our new friend, through the staff-only doors, and into the small warehouse space. He slid open a door, revealing a semi-truck trailer full of liquor. Magnus popped through the steel door beside it and whistled when he saw the stacks of hazel liquid he was after.

Twenty minutes later, we were leaving, our truck canopy three-quarters full of various booze bottles. I’d even grabbed a few bottles of some nice Bordeaux for Mary and myself. A few was actually a case. We had no idea how long we would be cooped up in that dome, so I couldn’t be too careful.

“Next stop coming up,” my big friend said, once again grinning like a school kid who’d just pulled a prank.

We drove through what was once an affluent neighborhood, only half the yards were untrimmed, and nature was on the warpath after being left for a year. The houses were large, with great yards and long driveways. After a few lefts and rights, Magnus pulled over as we approached a dark Spanish-style house.

“We’re here,” he exclaimed, as if I’d know where here was.

He took a case of Scotch out of the truck and nodded me to follow him up the driveway. A dog barked from inside the house, and it warmed my heart a bit. So many animals hadn’t made it after being without food or water for so long.

Magnus trudged up the steps, setting the case of Scotch down, and knocked on the wooden door. Moments later, it opened, and a German Shepherd growled cautiously from behind a screen door. I eyed him warily.

“How can I help you?” an old man asked, and I noticed him for the first time. Through the screen, he wasn’t much more than a dark top and a wisp of white hair.

“I’m Magnus. My friend Slate told me you could be of service.” He lightly kicked the box of liquor at his feet.

The man’s face came closer and he unlocked the door, pushing it open slowly. We ceased to exist as he licked his lips and looked down at the step.

“Yes, yes, come on in. Jasper, be good to these fine folks.” With that, we entered the old man’s large home. It was tidy, but I got the sense it hadn’t been cleaned in a while. An odor wafted to me, reminding me of my history professor at university: seeds and shuffleboard dust.

“Don’t mind the mess, I don’t get much company any longer,” he said, and led us past the large two-story foyer and into an office on the right. It was full of built-in cherry red bookcases and a large desk. The kind that didn’t hold a computer, just papers and a phone.

He gestured to us to sit in the matching leather chairs on the opposite side of the desk, and we obliged him, Magnus leaving the Scotch on the floor near the door.

“What’s this all about?” I asked Magnus, who still had that big goofy grin covering the lower half of his face.

“You’ll see,” he replied.

“I’m assuming you heard of me through some reliable source or another, which hopefully means you’re trustworthy. My name’s Herman, and that furry fiend is Jasper,” the older man said. I scanned the walls and saw pictures of what I could only assume was family. The big house seemed empty now except for Herman and his dog.

He seemed to notice me looking and cleared his throat. “My daughter is still with us. Moved to Africa to help with those remaining there. Water wells are their priority, but most of the population has now moved to plumbed-in areas. She says that in a few years, they should be able to cut back deaths related to bacteria in water by ninety percent over there.” He paused, and his eyes were misty with emotion. “My wife passed before everything… five years ago. Anyway, down to business. You need a couple of rings?”

Rings? What did he mean?

“Yep. Two of your finest engagement rings. Then some matching bands. For me and my partner in crime over here.” Magnus winked at me.

The man leaned back in his chair. “Oh. I see. Well, congrats on finding each other in this tumultuous time.”

Finding each other? “I think you may have the wrong idea. I’m recently engaged, so I get that, but Magnus…” I stopped and his smile grew even larger.

“Going to ask the question right before we go. Figured we could have a big party,” he said.

“I’ll be damned. Nat’s going to make an honest man out of you after all!” I was on my feet and so was my big friend. We were hugging, and I saw Herman looking at us like he knew a secret we didn’t. That look was enough to get me to stop our man hug.

Herman used a key, turning it to reveal a sliding drawer. From it, he pulled a briefcase, which was also locked with one of those old spinning combination locks. He spun the individual rows until he had the right passcode and clicked the case open with his back to us.

“Here we go,” he said, spinning around and setting the display case down on the desk. My breath caught as I saw a wide assortment of ridiculously large stones in various cuts, in numerous settings. But those weren’t what I saw first. A ring with a large green stone sat among the plethora of pink and white diamonds.

“Where did you get that?” I asked, heart stuck in my throat.

He looked at me for a moment and didn’t say anything. I could feel the pendant against my chest and had forgotten I’d even been wearing it. It was as if it knew another like it was around, causing it to make tiny vibrations. Probably just my imagination.

“I’ve procured some interesting items over the last year. You see, I was a jewelry and stone trader before.” He didn’t have to say before what. “I heard about these magnificent stones and had to have one for my collection. I haven’t shown another soul, until I saw the Hero of Earth show up at my door. Thought you might appreciate it, Dean.” His voice was calm, a contradiction to what I was feeling.

“Wait, I thought the government got all the stones back. Unless someone didn’t tell them about it, and kept it,” I said, seeing the picture of his grown daughter on the wall. She looked athletic, strong, and just the type of person the Kraski would have selected for the mission. And she was now conveniently in Africa, away from prying ears and eyes. “Are you willing to part with it?”

His eyes misted over lightly, just for a moment. “That depends on the bargain.”

I hardly heard them negotiating, but in a few minutes, Magnus had the green-stoned ring in a bag, and we were looking at the other rings. Mary had told me she’d never cared about huge diamond rings. It was something she’d told Bob, but he hadn’t listened, and she’d spent the next few years walking around with a carat and a half on her hand. When I picked out a small pink diamond set on a thin band, they gave me inquisitive looks.

“Oh, very elegant,” Herman said.

Magnus had a huge princess cut for Natalia, and when we had matching wedding bands to go with the engagement rings, we were back at the door, the Scotch still in Herman’s office. Jasper got a last scratch behind the ear, and we were off.

“What else did you give him in exchange?” I asked as the door shut on us.

“I told him the Earth Defense wouldn’t come turn his house upside down looking for more alien jewelry. He was all smiles after that,” Magnus said, hefting the bag of rings in his left hand.

“You knew the whole time?”

“They were talking about a ring seller under suspicion of having one. Not sure how they knew. Maybe they found a way to track it, or they heard rumors of his daughter being one of those left behind. Either way, we have it, and I figured while we were at it, we can get our beautiful ladies some bling.” The word sounded quite funny coming from my large friend. I couldn’t fault his motivation.

Herman’s daughter had been left behind like us. I wondered about her story and wished I could talk to her. Working on wells in Africa was something worthy of the title Hero of Earth, and I hoped she found what she was looking for. Most nights as I went to sleep, I dwelled on what it would have been like if someone else had gone to space and I’d been left back on Earth.

We made a couple more stops, nothing too important, and in an hour, we were heading back to the base for the second-to-last night before the colony ship left for Proxima b.


TWELVE

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Mary said between big fake smiles.

“Don’t blame me. Blame Magnus. It’s their last night, and he wanted a send-off. Our engagement was the perfect ruse for it,” I said, instantly regretting that phrase.

Instead, she just visibly calmed and slid her hand into mine. That meant all was right in the world. We walked into the hangar, where a couple of the ships had been moved out. It was lightly decorated, and half a dozen folding tables had been placed inside, covered by some obviously borrowed tablecloths from what looked like an Italian restaurant from the seventies. LED lanterns were draped across the room, giving it a cozy backyard patio feel. It was perfect.

Mary was wearing her ring, and the other Earth Defense members flocked around her, asking for a look, and I realized something like this was a great distraction for the whole base. It was an event that could make them forget for a night that Earth had been invaded, and that we were now fighting for our lives.

Even President Patrice Dalhousie was there, with General Heart at her side. Slate, the oversized ED sergeant, loomed beside them. They waved at us, Heart sipping what looked like a Scotch while he stared at us over the edge of the glass.

Natalia walked in wearing a sleek black dress, the skirt slit to the thigh. I let out a low whistle, getting an elbow for my efforts. Nat was smiling widely at the beautiful setting, pointing at the lights and decorations. Magnus stood tall and wide beside her, filling out what could only be a custom tuxedo. I laughed, knowing how much the man hated confining clothing on his large frame.

“Congrats, you two lovebirds,” he said giving us a wink. “Dean, let’s go get a drink.”

“Nat, you look beautiful,” I said, before being pulled away by Magnus. Mary and Nat were hugging and chatting. I hadn’t told Mary about the surprise engagement.

“Change in plans, buddy.” Magnus shifted side to side, either nervous or excited about the proposal.

I didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean? Don’t tell me you’re not going through with it. She loves you. You guys are perfect for each other.” I looked back, getting a wave from Mary, who was beaming at all the attention.

“I really hate to do this at your engagement party, but just remember it was all my idea,” he said.

The bartender walked up to us, and I ordered a beer, getting Magnus a double Scotch, and wine for the ladies.

“Spit it out,” I said, tired of the drama.

“I’m not just asking her to marry me.” He paused, a big grin cast over his face. It was infectious, and I was smiling now too. “I’m asking her to marry me tonight.”

“Yeah, that was the plan.”

“No. I’m asking her to marry me, then getting married tonight.” He was almost jumping up and down in joy, and I put my hand on his shoulder, trying to calm him down. Only then I noticed the white-collared young man leaning against the far wall, chatting with Clare.

“Congrats to you, then. Don’t mind us. We’re the last people worried about wanting to be in the limelight. Take the spotlight. Take all of it!” I yelled the last bit, the room looking my way like I was crazy.

Lowering my voice, I told him he had my blessing. This got him laughing, and we hugged, quickly brushing it off as the room’s many eyes once again looked to us.

“You will be my best man, right?” he asked with a raised eyebrow, as if he had to ask.

“Only if she says yes,” I replied, and got a light shot in the arm.

Mary and Nat crossed the room to join us, and I passed them each their wine glasses. I raised my beer glass, the other three following suit. “To us. May we find new happiness in our new worlds.” We all clinked glasses and took a drink.

“Where’s Mae?” Magnus asked, and I felt a fool for not having noticed she wasn’t there.

“I haven’t seen her. I think she’s getting her stuff together for the trip. I have seen her canoodling with a guard, so maybe she’s having her own little love connection,” Mary said, trying to divert how upset she really was by Mae not being there.

The night was getting on, Dalhousie gave us a nice speech about love and hope, and we drank to it, me starting to get a little lightheaded with all the liquor and ambiance.

Music played through some speakers, the hangar becoming a dance hall, and couples and friends alike paired up, slow-dancing to some nice music. This was when Magnus did his business.

In the middle of a song, everyone walked away, circling the couple. Nat didn’t seem to notice, her eyes closed, her head nestled on his big chest.

He stopped moving, got to his knee and held her hand.

A tear slipped down her cheek, and the room was silent for a moment.

“Nat, baby. I’ve loved you for years. The second I saw you…” He stopped, probably not wanting to ruin it by reminding her of her capture at the hands of Russian mobsters all those years ago. “My heart loved you even then. A scared young woman, who took that negative part of her life and turned it from a scar to a badge. You are the single strongest person I’ve ever known, and the most beautiful soul I can imagine. I know I’m just a big oaf who sometimes speaks before thinking, and shoots before negotiating, but I’ll be there by your side for the rest of your life. You may think that I rescued you all those years ago, but the truth is, you rescued me. I’m forever in your debt. Will you make me the happiest man on Earth, New Earth, and Proxima b, and marry me?”

Natalia was openly crying by then, but so was the whole room. I unashamedly wiped a few tears from my face alongside everyone else, knowing how much the two of them had been through. Mary squeezed my hand tight.

“Of course I will,” Nat said, letting him slip the ring on her hand. He got to his feet, picked her up, and spun her around in a hug.

“One more thing, baby,” he said. “How about tonight?”

Music started up again, and the partygoers rushed to line up their chairs on the empty dance floor. The priest stood at the front of the rows, smiling widely.

Natalia blushed but shrugged. “Let’s do it!”

Soon Magnus and I were at the front of the group, Mary opposite us as the maid of honor, and when the here-comes-the-bride music kicked on, Natalia was there looking resplendent on the arm of General Heart, who was walking her down the aisle.

The setting was beautiful, and I took it all in, knowing everything was about to change with them leaving us here and going on a crazy adventure to another world. It didn’t seem real.

They went through the process, quick but classic nuptials. Mary was dabbing her eyes as they kissed, and the whole room stood up and cheered them on.

It was official. Natalia and Magnus were married.

Before the noise died down, Mae came into the room, bleeding from the face and limping. Her clothing was torn, and when she was close enough, I saw her eye was swollen.

I ran to her, the crowd spreading apart. “What happened?”

Mae pointed toward the sky. “They got away. Terrance and Leslie escaped.”

_____________

We sat in Dalhousie’s office, discussing what to do. Leslie and Terrance had somehow gotten free from their cells, stolen a ship we’d moved from the hangar, and gotten out the ceiling.

“How did this happen?” The president sat with her hands on her face. I’d never seen her so flustered. “They just happened to get out when we had the ships outside, and conveniently escaped as the hatch up top was opened for a nighttime test flight.”

Heart assured her the pilot was one of his best and wasn’t involved. They must have had secret information, and someone on the inside. That didn’t bode well for the base’s security.

“We need to go after them,” Mae said, repeating the same thing for the tenth time. No one seemed to be listening. She was right.

“If they left, as you say, and aren’t hanging out at Earth, hell-bent on blowing shit up, then we need to go after them before they get word to the Bhlat, or anyone else for that matter.” I would be the voice of reason and back Mae up on this. She looked at me, her eye covered with ice, and her smile quickly turned to a grimace as the pain of moving her mouth registered.

“You’re right.” Dalhousie looked over to me and Mary, and I got that almost-regular sinking feeling in my gut. “The colony ship must go now as planned. It’s even more imperative. As for the hybrids, we need to tail them, stop them at any cost. They’re in the original, unaltered model of ship. Ours will be able to track it anywhere, and they won’t even know you’re coming.”

“Wait. You’re coming? Who do you mean when you say ‘you’re’?” Mary asked.

“I need the best on this. We can’t take any chances. Mary, you’ve flown the ships before, and have experience in fighting on Earth in jets and out there in space. Plus, you’ve been practicing these last few weeks. You know that ship. And Dean has the kind of mind that will keep you guys on top of them, one step ahead.” Dalhousie sounded much more confident about our chances than I did.

“Don’t you guys have people for this kind of thing?” This from Magnus, who didn’t look very happy to have his wedding night interrupted.

Heart spoke up finally. “We do. That’s why Slate’s going with you, and Clare. Slate is as big as an ox and will be your feet on the street, should it come to that. Clare will be your engineer wizard, able to fix things, and adapt the ship’s needs to yours. The longer we talk about this, the farther they get from Earth. You’re Earth Defense now, so do your job. Defend Earth!” He was red-faced by the end of it, and so was Magnus. He looked like he wanted to punch the older man. Hell, so did I.

“Look, no one is questioning your integrity. We need you guys again. Earth needs you.” Patrice Dalhousie stood up now, looking Mary right in the eyes, then me.

“We better get going, then. Dean, you can stay back if you like,” Mary said, breaking my heart a bit.

“You don’t want me to go with you?” I asked.

“Of course I do! I just don’t want anything to happen to you,” she said, grabbing my hand.

“Nothing’s going to happen to either of us. We can go stop them and be back sooner than you thought possible.” I said the words but didn’t believe them even as they left my mouth.

“Then it’s settled. You guys leave now,” Dalhousie said, a tired look in her eyes.

It was midnight by the time we packed up our few belongings, and the crews at the base loaded the ship with enough supplies to last a long time. Heart never did tell us how much food they loaded on, but the storage area had a lot of crates in it. He told us Slate knew what it all was, and since we didn’t have time to go over the itinerary, we trusted they were prepared for this.

“I can’t believe you guys are leaving. And before us!” Magnus said, walking with us to the ship. He was still in his tuxedo, the tie conspicuously missing.

Carey followed alongside us, wagging his tail. I couldn’t believe that after all we’d been through, I had to leave him. I couldn’t bring him on the ship with us. It was a dangerous trip, not one for my new best friend to tag along on.

I had an idea. “Magnus, would you take Carey with you?” I hated to ask, but I had to.

He looked at me, his features softening. “Dean, are you sure? He could stay here. I’m sure you’ll be back in no time.”

“But what if we’re not? What if something happens to us out there?”

“It won’t. I know you guys.”

“But what if? We could be following them a long way. To God knows where. Just take him, please.” My heart was freezing up at having to pawn off the little guy. He meant so much to me.

“Of course I will, buddy. We love the little rascal too. When it’s all over, come to Proxima, and he’s all yours again.” Magnus clapped me on the shoulder. His words rang a finality over my mind, and I worried I’d never see Carey again. That I’d never see any of them again.

I took a knee and Carey rubbed his face into my stomach. He loved it when I got down to his level. He licked my face, and I laughed, giving him one last big hug before I left. At that moment, I told myself I would get back, stop the Bhlat threat, and make it to Proxima to see my friends again and get Carey.

Mary walked up, pack slung over her shoulder. She seemed to get the sense of what transpired, and she gave Carey a big hug, letting his sloppy tongue give her a lick before leaving.

“Nat, I also need you to watch over my sister. She was supposed to get here today for the party, but they were delayed. I still can’t believe my little sister is going with you guys. Take care of her. Please,” I said, wishing I could see her just one last time before leaving.

“Of course. If she’s anything like you, we’ll have a lot to pick on her about.” This from Magnus. “Dean, take these.” He passed me a small cloth bag covertly. I snuck a peek and saw some of the green gem jewelry used to counter the Kraski beams. “You never know when you’re going to need them.” I spotted my pendant in there and wondered how he’d managed to pilfer them.

“Goodbye, guys,” Mary said, and everyone got in for a last hug.

Mae approached, and I went in to give her a hug.

“What are you doing?” she asked. I shrugged, taken aback. “I’m going with you.”

“Did Dalhousie approve this?” Mary asked.

“I don’t give a damn. I’m coming with you. They’re hybrids, and that makes them my responsibility. I know them, can understand their motives. So I’m going.”

It made sense, and to be honest, I was happy to have her along. Mae had proven herself invaluable many times over.

Clare was on board and called to us from the top of the ramp. It was time to go.

Dalhousie was nowhere in sight, and when I spotted Heart arriving on his cart, I pushed Mae forward onto the angled ramp. “Get on the ship,” I said through clenched teeth.

She didn’t argue or say anything, just ran up the length into the ship, limping on her left leg ever so slightly. I guessed it hurt more than she was letting on.

Magnus stood at the base of the ship, arms crossed, looking like a guard.

Heart’s cart stopped, the soldier staying in the driver’s seat.

“You have a monumental task ahead of you. Take heed in knowing we’ll do what we can to protect Earth, should anything go wrong on your mission. The colony vessel will be leaving tomorrow, and that brings new hope into our situation. Sorry for the speech.” He rubbed his temple with his hand. “This is all just so important. I couldn’t ask for better people to call on. And I mean that.”

His words touched me, but at the same time, I wished he were speaking to someone else.

“We’ll do what needs to be done, General,” Mary said.

“Joshua. Call me Josh,” he said before turning around and heading back to the cart. “Slate, take care of them for me. For all of us.” The big man emerged from the ship a few steps and saluted his general before heading back inside.

Dust was kicked up and the general was off, leaving a few people milling about, loading the last of the supplies.

“I guess this is goodbye. See you on the other side.” I scratched Carey behind the ear one last time, and when he started to follow me up the ramp, Natalia grabbed his collar, pulling him back and crouching down with him. His head turned sideways, wondering what was going on.

Mary was in front of me, and she patted me on the arm. We turned around, waving at our friends while the ramp lifted. Before it shut completely, I heard one last bark from Carey, and I wanted nothing more than to get back out and tell them to hunt the hybrids down themselves.

“We’ll be back soon,” Mary said, the ever-caring fiancée. If she was okay with it all, what use was there in me moping about?

“You’re right.” And just like that, we were loaded and in one of the new ships, heading back out to space on another impossible quest.
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We were gathered on the bridge for pre-flight: Mary, me, Mae, Clare, and Slate, as well as Doctor Nick Ellis, whom none of us had met before, though I had seen him around the facility over the past month. We were sure to have enough space on board, especially since the ship slept a dozen.

Slate stood tall, intimidating as he silently seemed to assess each of us, his military-trained mind looking for value or weakness. He wore a black vest, holding what I could only assume were multiple dangerous and deadly devices on it, overtop of his Earth Defense uniform. We were all wearing the body suits, and it actually felt like we were a trained team about to head into space rather than a rag-tag group of survivors who’d just met, looking to stop escaped hybrids from camp.

I wondered who was in charge of the mission. After a few moments of dead air, all eyes ended up on me. They were looking to me to lead the charge? How was that even possible?

I cleared my throat, hoping someone else would speak, but when no one did, I began. “I don’t have any idea how I ended up here, on the bridge of a human altered Kraski ship, about to go back to space, the one place I truly have no desire to ever see again. But here we all are. Leslie and Terrance have left us no choice but to stop them. We can’t have the Bhlat know where we are. This is imperative at all costs.” I stopped, coming to accept the facts I was saying. “We’ll sacrifice ourselves, if necessary.”

The doctor fidgeted with his sleeve and kept his eyes to the floor as I spoke.

“Everyone good with that?” I asked.

One by one, everyone agreed. The last was Nick, who finally met my eyes, and I was happy to see resolve in them. He nodded once, firmly.

“Good. Mary, let them know we’re ready to go. Mae, on screen, please,” I said, sitting down in a chair. Not the one in the center, which I could only assume, from years of Star Trek watching, was meant to be the captain’s chair. I hadn’t earned that spot yet.

The curved viewscreen showed us the inside of the hangar.

“All clear. You’re ready for takeoff,” came through the speakers on Mary’s console, and she tapped the green glowing console tablet. The ship came to life, lights firing up around the bridge, giving us a green and blue glowing aura. It was spectacular.

Everything hummed lightly as we began to move, and moments later, we were in the field, directly under the open base ceiling. The viewscreen showed a line of base workers, all watching us depart. I picked Nat and Magnus out of the crowd, Carey at their feet. Godspeed, my friends.

Our black ship hovered and raised upward to the opening.

“Return to us, Heroes of Earth,” Dalhousie’s voice cut through the speaker.

“We will, ma’am,” Mary returned, and lifted us out of the secret base and into the night sky above New Mexico.

The stars were white and bright against the deep black backdrop. Here we went again. I remembered back to a year ago, when Mary had flown the smaller ship from Machu Picchu with Magnus and the Shield, a crazy elaborate and desperate plan to save the world. It had half-worked too. Better than the alternative.

A blip flashed on the 3D map on the bottom right side of the viewscreen: the same map that showed on my chair’s sidearm console tablet.

“That’s them. Setting course for intercept. They haven’t hit the high-velocity drive yet,” Mary said. They were more than a few thousand kilometers away, with a two-hour head start on their side.

“I’ve started to charge the drive. Should be operational for in-system FTL in two hours.” Clare stood at a console to the port side of the bridge, stood straight-backed, wearing her uniform with pride. She knew that ship inside and out, and I was sure she was going to be a great asset to the team. Not only that, but she was always a positive presence in the room, no matter where she was. It was hard to be in a bad mood with her energy lifting up the people around her.

We lifted through the atmosphere and shot into the massive expanse of space. I stood, seeing the moon ahead. It was such a different experience this time. This time, we knew what we had to do. Mary shifted the trajectory, pointing us away from the sun. The map showed the current position of the solar system’s planets, each on their own pattern of rotations around the system’s star, our sun. The blip of our target Kraski ship was on a line toward Mars.

“Slate, can you give me a tour of the supply room?” I asked the beast of a man. He’d just been standing there watching space through still eyes.

“Sure thing, boss,” he said, and I thought it might be the first time I’d heard the guy speak. His voice was friendlier than I’d expected.

“I’ll be in the storeroom,” I said to Mary, who just nodded, focusing on her task at hand.

Slate led the way out of the bridge, down the hall, past the engineering room, and into the center of the ship. Crates were strapped to the walls. Upon closer inspection, I saw they were labeled. Food products on the left, from floor to ceiling.

“Boss, here are the clothing crates. We have medical supplies here,” he waved to the stack of crates on the right side of the room. “Toiletries here. And you saw the food supplies.”

“How about those?” I asked, nodding toward some large steel boxes in the middle of the floor.

He shook his head. “You don’t want to get into those yet. Armaments. Lots of them. Grenades, more pulse rifles than the few of us could ever use. Always better to be overprepared than underprepared. A few secrets, I’ll show you later.” Slate had a twinkle in his eyes, and I saw what turned this man’s crank.

Nick Ellis, the doctor, sauntered in, whistling when he saw the crates piled up.

“How about we get some of this sorted and organized?” I asked them. “There’s a small medic room near engineering. How about you start there, Doc? Slate, let’s get this kitchen set up, and the beds while we’re at it.”

Nothing was ready in the ship. The president hadn’t expected a long-range venture with a crew, so nothing was set up for us. I didn’t mind, because it allowed us to bond by setting it up. Some sweat equity at the start of the journey.

“Sounds like a plan,” Nick said, grabbing a crate down with Slate’s help.

Soon we were organizing what we needed, Nick setting up the medical station, then adding linens and pillows to the bunks. Slate and I filled the shelves of the kitchen and I found a coffee maker, brewing some fresh-ground beans to keep everyone going. All in all, it took us just over two hours, and I brought coffee up to the bridge for the ladies on duty.

“Dean, I’ve been thinking,” Mary said, smiling at me as she took the coffee cup. “If we can’t catch them here, maybe we should follow them secretly. We might want to see where they go. It could teach us a lot. Maybe we can find where the Bhlat are and take the offense to them.”

I hated the idea but didn’t want to dismiss her right off the bat. Maybe she was right.

“Let’s see how this goes. Maybe we catch up today and stop them, even if it means I’ll never get to eat the dehydrated food I just lined the shelves with. Patrice and Heart wanted us to stop them right away. I’m not sure I’m up for breaking those orders. Especially with the huge guy in the store-room on their side,” I said.

“Just think about it,” Mary said quietly.

“Clare, how are we doing on the FTL drive?” I asked.

She smiled. “Under an hour left before we can fire it up. What’s the plan?”

“Mary, what do you say when it’s ready, we jump closer to them? I have to think they know how to use their drive too. Maybe they just haven’t yet because they don’t know we’re coming after them. Appear right up their ass and blow them away.” I knew it wasn’t going to be as easy as capturing them. I wasn’t going to even try to kid myself.

“That’s exactly what we should do. I just assume they’ll …” The blip on the screen flashed. “Shit. They activated it.”

The blip was accelerating faster. We traversed through space toward their trajectory, and all we could do was watch as their ship kept getting farther and farther away.

“That’s what we have tracking for,” Clare said as we watched the blip get smaller as the map expanded. My gut was telling me we were in for quite the chase.

“We wait until the drive’s charged, then follow them just like the plan accounted for. Is there something to eat in the kitchen?” Mary asked, stomach growling at the mention of food. As if on cue, mine followed suit.

“I’ll go whip up some omelettes. Nothing like pre-beaten eggs from a cardboard container. Everyone good with that?” I asked.

Clare said she was, and I walked over to Mae, who was still nursing a swollen eye. “Mae, why don’t you let the doctor assess you finally? Maybe take something and rest for a bit.”

She looked at me, her one open eye intense. “I just want to catch them, Dean. I want to go home. I… I let them get away.”

We hadn’t heard the whole story from her yet. She got up and followed me into the kitchen, where coffee still sat in the maker. I offered her another cup and she nodded to me. I wanted to give her a big hug and tell her everything would be okay, but I could tell it would only upset her more.

“What happened?” I asked, grabbing a frying pan.

“I know you had your big event, but I felt like it might be just the time someone would make a move. With the whole base distracted, it only made sense.” Mae sipped her coffee.

“If you thought that, why didn’t you tell anyone? It does make sense, but sometimes the most obvious things are the ones we miss first.”

“Everyone was just happy, and I didn’t think there was a way they could escape, so I hung out by the prison, just laying low. At the ten PM guard switch, it went south. I snuck in behind him and saw him let Terrance out first. I tried to intervene but got a beating for my troubles. Soon Leslie was there, kicking me too. That’s who we’re dealing with here. They’ll do anything for their cause.”

I cringed, thinking of my friend getting pummelled by two people. No wonder she had become so closed off-lately. She’d been through so much.

I walked over to her where she sat and pulled her toward me, being careful her bruised face didn’t get hurt. I held her head to my stomach and leaned down, kissing the top of her head.

“I’m sorry, Mae. I’m sorry we weren’t there for you. Never again,” I said, and she cried into my shirt.

Doctor Nick started into the room, saw our intimate moment, and slowly backed away. I hoped he saw it for what it was, not something else. That was all we needed with a crew of six people.

“I love you, Dean,” she said, her hand holding mine. I knew what she meant. We weren’t in love, but she was like a sister to me, and I a brother to her. It was a bond we would never shake.

“I love you too,” I said.

Mae got up, and we made breakfast for the crew in silence, working in the small space like we’d been doing it our whole lives. By the time we brought the food to the bridge, Clare had a look of pure joy on her face. It was a little unsettling, considering the circumstances.

“It’s ready. Let’s blast across this galaxy,” Clare said.

Mary shrugged her shoulders and pressed the glowing green tablet button. Stars stretched out around us on the viewscreen.

“Anyone for eggs while we make history?” I asked.
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“Don’t look so worried. Mae has it under control,” I said. We were lying on the bed in our own bunk room, face to face, heads on pillows. We had been soaring through space for hours now, not catching up to our target but keeping on their tail as best we could.

“I know. It just seems like so much. I still can’t believe we’re here, racing past Mars, only half a day after we watched our friends getting married. Do you wish we had gotten married?” Mary asked.

I hadn’t given that a lot of thought. “I’m happy just being with you. A label at this time is really just that, a label. It doesn’t change anything.”

She closed her eyes. “You’re right, honey. I’m going to sleep for a while, okay? Try to get some sleep yourself.”

I closed my eyes too, noticing the missing dog at our feet. Even through all the unknowns, the body knows when it needs to recharge, and in moments, my mind stopped racing, drifting off into a well-needed slumber.

A few hours later, I was awoken to the sound of Mae’s voice over the comm-system. “All crew to the bridge.”

Mary was already up, putting her jumpsuit back on, and I fell right in behind her. I felt rested, but wished I had time to brush my teeth or freshen up. I made a quick pit stop in the washroom and did just that after relieving myself. I wasn’t going to be of any use wetting myself on the bridge.

When I crossed to the bridge, Nick was behind me, and he called up. “Any idea what’s going on?”

I looked back. He was in a bathrobe, toothbrush sticking out of his mouth. His eyes were sporting some serious red veins, and I expected his first attempt at sleep on a spaceship was a failure.

Slate was standing tall behind Mae’s console, with Mary and Clare flanking her. They were all looking at the viewscreen.

“The icon blinked out here,” she said, highlighting the spot on the map, “but the tracking still seems to be working, unless there’s a major glitch in it.” She looked over her shoulder to Clare.

Clare stood there, perplexed look across her face. After a moment, a light bulb went off, and I could see recognition wash over her. “Holy shit. The reason the map went all funky and tiny like that is because it was zooming out. Somehow they travelled from here” – she pointed to a spot on the tablet screen – “to here.” Another spot way to the right.

“Just how did they do that? We’re operating the same drive as them,” Mary said.

“I have no idea. To travel that far would take something entirely different. Something we don’t have. Maybe…” She stopped, tapping her finger on the back of Mae’s chair.

“What is it? What could do that?” I asked, losing my patience. If we lost them now, on day one, we were hooped.

“The only thing I can think of is a wormhole of some sort. We didn’t find the technology on their ships, though,” Clare said. “That’s the only reasonable explanation I have.”

A wormhole. This just kept getting more convoluted.

“So what do we do? Wait until we catch up to the spot they disappeared at and see if we can duplicate it?” Mary asked.

“What’s our ETA to that spot?” I asked, a nervous energy coursing through my veins.

“Just under two hours,” Mae confirmed after tapping a few glowing buttons.

Two hours to travel FTL toward a spot where our target ship blipped out and moved thousands of light years away. If we didn’t get the same hop, we would never be able to catch them. The whole escape would be successful, and we would be heading back to Earth with our tail between our legs, preparing for an all-out war.

“Then that’s what we do. Pray for the same wormhole to be there,” I said, and we all kept staring at the map, a light blip across the stretched-out expanse, glowing, letting us know our target was still out there.

_____________

“I hate waiting around,” Mary said as we sat in the eat-in kitchen.

The table was bolted to the ground and would sit all of us if we crammed in there. We sipped tepid coffee and batted ideas back and forth. Really it was all speculation, because we couldn’t know what we were going to arrive to.

“What are the options if the wormhole, or whatever the hell it is, isn’t there any longer?” I asked, sure I could guess what they were. I just wanted Mary to reconfirm to me what I already knew.

“I’d say the first option at that point is to turn around, hightail it back to Earth, tell the powers that be what we found out, and hunker down, preparing for a war that may or may not ever come to us. I hate the idea of living in constant fear of invasion. The world can’t deal with that after all we’ve been through.” She took a drink from the cup and set it down, wrapping her slender fingers around it.

“Option two?” I asked.

“Option two: we keep going, take months to get where they are, thousands of light years away, and hope this ship is really built for it. We may be too late then, but at least we’ll know one way or the other.”

“Option three?”

“We say screw it, head to Proxima b, where we meet up with our friends in a few months, and start over on a new world.” She smiled at this one, and I knew that option probably suited her as much as it did me, but we couldn’t do that. We had too many people back home relying on us.

“So now what? We play the wait and see game?” I knew it was only a matter of minutes before Mae called us to the bridge and we saw firsthand what was left of the “leap” spot, as we started calling it.

Slate came in the room, and I noticed he had to turn sideways to get through the doorway. His short blond hair was a little messy. Probably coming from a quick power nap. I used to tease Magnus about being too big, but this guy was next level.

“Slate, what’s your story? And where’d you get that name?” I asked, truly intrigued by the man.

He shrugged, grabbing a cup of coffee, and sat down at the end of the table so we could both turn and face him.

“Name’s really Zeke Campbell,” he said nonchalantly.

“You don’t look like a Zeke,” I said, trying to hold back a laugh.

“No kidding. My old sarge started calling me that when I was just a private. He found out I painted, and said I was like a rock but had many layers. Ergo, I was Slate from then on.”

I did laugh then, and soon Mary was laughing beside me, and even the ever-serious Slate was grinning.

“Where are you from?” Mary asked. He was Army and she was Air Force, so they had more camaraderie between them than with an accountant from upstate New York.

“Grew up in L.A. near the water. Loved to surf,” he said, staring into his cup. “My older brother shipped off to the Gulf War when I was just a kid and died two months later. It broke my mom. Anyway, at that moment, I started to plan my revenge. I was just eight years old, but in my heart, I told myself I was going to find who killed him and make them pay. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but it was too much for a little kid. I started to work out as soon as my mom would let me, and against every wish of hers, I joined the Army when I was eighteen. I saw a lot of tours in the Middle East, and killed a lot of men, but none of it ever brought me the redemption I dreamt of as that little boy. It just… I’m sorry. I don’t talk about it much, so when I get started on it, I guess I can’t stop.”

I thought about running through the massive Kraski vessel with the Shield, killing what was left of an entire race. “We do what we have to do, Slate, and we have to live with it after. I’m glad we have you along. I look forward to getting to know you better,” I said, and meant it.

“Same here.” He smiled again.

“We’re about to shut the drive down,” Clare said through the computer’s wall speaker.

“I guess we find out what’s next now. No more speculating.” Mary stood, and we followed her out to the bridge, where Clare sat to the left, Mae still in the pilot’s seat.

Mae got up, relinquishing the seat to Mary. Her face was impassive, impossible to read. She looked worried, and we all were at that moment, hoping there would be a swirling wormhole or something to carry us across the universe.

“Drive down, normal engines on,” Clare said, and the viewscreen showed distant stars slowing from lines to points in space once again.

“Where is it?” I asked, looking around for a sign of the anomaly. I walked over to Clare, who was quickly typing in something on her console’s tablet.

“I’m not picking anything up. Shit. It’s gone.”

We stood there, frustration enveloping us. The mission had failed.
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“Where’s the exact point they took off from?” I asked, curious more than anything. Before we started to debate the options Mary had suggested in the kitchen, I had to see it. I had to be sure.

Clare hit some keys, and a distant point on the viewscreen lit up. Mary maneuvered over to it, slowing the ship’s speed as they approached.

“Try one of the probes, maybe?” Slate said.

“What probes?” Mary asked.

“They didn’t practice with them, but we created some probes that are essentially nanotech. They’re tiny probes we eject, and they act as sensors for surrounding areas. We don’t have scanning technology like in the movies unless we’re right up on something, but the probes can be sent into atmospheres and will send back weather, gas levels, that kind of stuff,” Clare said.

“Clare, did you invent these?” I asked, and she blushed, answering my question immediately. “Good call, Slate. Send them off.”

We watched the monitor as blue lights indicated where the probes were. Three went flying toward the mark, and readings were being sent back to our ship.

“Wait. There is something there,” Clare said. “The radiation level changes.”

I saw the middle probe disappear from the monitor. “It’s gone!”.

“So it is. The readings from it are gone too. The others are still sending data back,” Clare said, perplexed.

“Mary, can you take us in? As close as you can get to where the probe disappeared.” I had a feeling we were right on it.

As we approached, the light changed, and a fold opened before us, just enough for us to see different stars beyond it. In my head, a wormhole was a dramatic swirling maw of light and energy, but what we saw before us was nothing but an illusion of space, a fold in the universe. It was amazing.

“I’ll be damned,” Mary said, and Clare literally walked toward the viewscreen, tears rolling down her face.

“It’s beautiful,” she said over and over.

“We have to make a choice. Do we go for it?” Mary asked.

“We know the other ship made it through, so by that, can we assume we will as well?” Mae asked.

“This is what we came for, and we have to stop them, so my vote is on entering the unknown,” I said.

“You’re in charge,” Mary said, and it struck a chord. Did anyone really think I was calling the shots? “Don’t panic, honey. I’m just kidding. Don’t worry, I won’t blame you if we disintegrate into a million pieces. Just give me a kiss before we do it.”

“I don’t remember Kirk ever kissing Sulu when they were going into a dangerous situation,” Slate said as I bent over, kissing my fiancée.

We would have all laughed if our lives weren’t at stake. Mary eased the ship forward, and we entered the almost invisible wormhole. I expected us to just appear on the other side, so when we started shaking, lightning flashing all around the viewscreen, it didn’t quite register. One minute I was standing watching the screen, the next it went blank and my head hit the ceiling.

_____________

My eyes opened slowly, the soft alarm klaxons ringing in my head. I looked around and saw everyone strewn about. The viewscreen was blank. Getting to my feet proved to be difficult, so I stayed down, half-dragging myself to Mary, who was just starting to come to as well.

“You okay?” I asked. She just nodded, a distant look in her eyes.

I checked on everyone, and when I got to Mae, I knew it wasn’t good news. She was already so banged up from the other day, and now her head was bleeding from a scalp wound on top of it. We’d been tossed about like rag dolls.

“I think we made it through,” Mary said. “But the link to the viewscreen is broken.”

“Mae,” I whispered. Her chest rose and fell lightly. She was alive. “Where the hell is the Doc?” I asked, remembering he wasn’t on the bridge at the time. He must have been in the bunks.

Footsteps clanged from the hall, and he emerged, holding his arm up in a makeshift sling.

“Everyone okay?” he asked. “Thanks for warning me we were about to be tossed around like a sack of potatoes at the harvest festival.”

“We didn’t know it would do that. How could we?” Clare asked. “Help Dean get Mae to the medical lab, and I’ll work on the inertial dampener. I’m hoping the connections just loosened and it didn’t fry.”

That explained the flying around the ship. I made sure Mary was really okay, and headed with Mae down the hall, propping her up between Nick and me.

“I take it we found the wormhole,” he said, voice thick with sarcasm.

“I’m sorry we didn’t wake you. It just happened so fast. One minute we didn’t think it was there, the next we found it.” I felt foolish even saying it like that. He was right. We should have woken him.

We laid Mae down on the bed, and Nick went about looking over her. When he lifted her eyelids and shone a light in them, they darted around, and her leg kicked out at him.

“Mae! You’re fine! It’s just Doctor Nick,” I called in an effort to calm her. She stopped flailing, and I stood by her head, holding her hand.

“All the blood is from this small scalp wound. Their bark is far worse than their bite. I’ll have to stitch it up. You’ll be good as new, but with your other injuries, we’ll have to keep an eye on you for a concussion,” Doctor Nick said. I appreciated his bedside manner, especially after nearly being kicked by his patient.

“I’ll be at the bridge. Mae, let him do his job. We need you healthy,” I said. She nodded softly and squeezed my hand before letting it go.

I closed my eyes in the hall, trying to determine my own injuries. I could feel some pain in my knee, but I hoped it was just a bruise from landing on it. My left shoulder was a little tight, but again, that could be from falling on it. Nothing seemed too serious or broken.

A quick stop in the kitchen, and I was heading to the bridge with an armful of water bottles for everyone.

Slate stood, looking no worse for the wear, and Clare was absent, talking to Mary through her console speaker. “How about now?” her voice asked, and the viewscreen flickered, cut out, then stayed on, showing up the view before our ship.

Black sky, stars in the distance. Yep, pretty much what we had been looking at before, only I knew it was far different. No one from Earth had ever been this far out, and when we brought the map up, it zoomed in from tiny specks to large blinking icons. We were right on their tail.

The icon had moved trajectory since we’d last seen it, and to my non-spatial, linear mind, they were heading deep south in the 3D map. At their speed, it was evident the FTL drive was back up and running. As if she read my mind, Mary said, “Our drive will be good to go in twenty minutes. We were still holding a charge.”

I slumped down onto the console chair to the left of Mary, staring into the blank space outside, the blip of our target getting ever so farther away with each beat of my heart.

I wondered how long this journey was going to take.

_____________

Two weeks later, we were settling into a routine. I’d become more of a scheduler than anything, shifts on manning the bridge swapping between all six of us. We took turns making meals and sleeping.

Slate had a great idea for training sessions, which not only allowed us to get in shape, but let us learn the ins and outs of every weapon on board.

I headed into the storage area, which had become a makeshift gym, mats layering the floor in a square. Mary and Clare were inside, doing push-ups with Slate counting them off.

“Time for hand to hand,” he said, grinning at me. If there was one thing Slate loved, it was hand to hand combat. He lit up every time, and I was sure he wished there was some competition aboard for a man his size. There wasn’t anyone close. I’d been at the bruising end of his moves a few times, but he had taught me a lot, and for that I was thankful. Now the smaller Clare was up, getting ready for some basic combat techniques against the better-trained Mary.

Watching Mary sweating like that, getting ready to kick someone’s ass, was a turn-on. I wondered where that primal emotion came from.

Clare was thin, and her glasses were off to the side of the room. As an engineer, she said she hadn’t spent much time worrying about athletics, but Slate said she was a natural. Mary wasn’t the biggest fan of the upbeat nerd, as she called her, but was willing to admit she was a useful addition to the crew, especially since she’d helped convert some of the alien technology on board to better suit our human needs.

The two women strapped on gloves, and Slate made sure their headgear was on firmly. Mary tugged her ponytail and planted her feet. Clare moved hesitantly, a feint, before attacking from the left. Her kick hit Mary in the side, who grunted and jabbed with her right, catching Clare in the head.

The smaller woman went down, and Mary was on her, two quick shots, before Slate stepped in and pulled her off.

“She’s down,” he said angrily. Clare was down on the ground, turtling her head, and Mary moved back, hands in the air.

“I’m sorry, got a little too into it.” She reached her hand out, and a heavily-breathing Clare grabbed it, letting Mary help her to her feet.

“No sweat. I’ll get you next time,” Clare said before guzzling some water.

Slate looked at me and raised an eyebrow, as if to say he was impressed with their cordial behavior. Frankly, I was too.

Mary grabbed a towel and started for the washroom, where I knew she’d take a quick shower. I still couldn’t believe we had a Kraski ship with a human shower and toilet on it.

“Everything okay?” I asked, when we were out of earshot of the others.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“You just about took our engineer’s head off back there.”

“I just got a little too into it. And honestly, since you’re asking, I’m getting a little frustrated. I’m a pilot, but I usually get to leave my jet, not follow a bogey across an unknown universe. To top it off, I’m tired of Clare giggling at every little joke you say and batting her eyelashes under those Buddy Holly glasses she wears.”

The truth came out. “I get it about the ship. We’re all getting restless.”

She sighed, closing the door behind us, and started to take her workout clothes off. I didn’t want to be presumptuous, so I hung back, thinking I might be reading the room wrong.

She stepped into the now-steaming shower and stuck her arm out, wiggling her finger for me to join her.

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” I said, shucking my uniform in record time.

There were still some things we could do to ease the tension, and it wasn’t easy on a small ship with very little privacy. We chose our times carefully. This time, she just didn’t seem to care. She was taking what was hers.

Fifteen minutes later, we heard the speakers throughout the ship. It was Mae. “They’re out of the FTL drive. You guys are going to want to see this.”
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Mary’s hair was dripping into a puddle on the bridge deck, and she was wearing a bathrobe, while I’d rushed and slipped my uniform back on. Doctor Nick winked at me as he entered the room, but I didn’t care about any of that. We were about to find out where Leslie and Terrance were headed. Were there Bhlat down there? Was this one of their conquered worlds?

“Our cloaking tech is working, right?” I asked, wishing I’d asked when we came out of the wormhole.

Clare was on her tablet but nodded. “One hundred percent active. They can’t pick up our signal, or see us, unless they fly into the side of the ship.”

We had slowed to our normal drive, getting closer to the world below. The hybrids ahead of us were nearing orbit, and they hung there for a time, allowing us to get caught up.

The planet looked amazing. It had been one thing to see your own planet from outer space, seeing familiar clumps of land look so alien from that height. Seeing this new planet was life-changing. My whole perspective on life somehow jarred at the sight. There were other planets out there with life. Scientists and theologians had debated the point for centuries, and we were seeing one firsthand.

I looked over, and everyone’s faces mirrored what mine must have looked like. Excitement for finding the hybrids but mixed with curiosity.

“Enough drooling, everyone,” Mae said. “This could be a Bhlat world. We have to be cautious.”

She was right. We waited, Mary having time to get dressed before taking over the helm from Mae.

“Can we send the probes down yet?” I asked.

Clare shook her head. “Great idea, but their signals aren’t hidden. They only make a small signal, but we should still wait.”

We didn’t say what we were waiting for, but I kept assuming they were going to lower planet-side. As if they read my mind, the ship started moving, descending through the planet’s atmosphere.

There were clouds on the large planet. It was hard to tell from our vantage point, but Clare said the world was a third larger than Earth. The system’s star was slightly closer, percentage-wise, to the world, which would make it warmer than we were used to.

We kept tracking the target ship as it crossed across the planet, and once they were far enough away, we flew in closer.

“Launching probe now,” Clare said. I stood beside her, watching the readout numbers scan across her screen. It only took a few minutes before we had the answers we needed. “Surface air temperature appears to be around 35 Celsius, and the air is within ninety-five percent of Earth’s, surprisingly. No toxins read that can be harmful, but we’ll get a better read when we land.”

“We’re going down there?” Nick asked, looking doubtful of the move.

“What choice do we have? Wait until they leave and blast them?” Slate asked, then answered his own question. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.”

Mae shook her head. “We need to see what brought them here. If there’s a base, or a danger to Earth, it’s up to us to bring the fight to them,” she said, standing straight in her Earth Defense uniform.

“How about life-forms?” I asked.

“We aren’t there yet. We don’t have those kind of readings, but we’re picking up some images.” Clare pushed the pictures from her tablet to the main viewscreen with the press of a button.

The shots weren’t high-definition from this distance, but we could make out some buildings, and what looked like crops near a river. The green lush landscape overtook almost everything, and I was reminded of the thick deadly landscape in South America.

Clare switched to the map, and we saw the hybrid ship’s icon land near the marker she’d placed on those structures.

“Bingo,” I said. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go in.”

Clare looked ready to say something, but Mary cut in first. “Let’s wait a few hours, until the sun is set on that part of the continent. The cloaking works much better in darkness, under the cover of the night sky. They’ll never see us coming.”

We spent the next couple hours planning our move, and when it was all settled, we lowered toward the planet, nervous energy palpable on the bridge of the ship. We couldn’t make out a lot in the night sky, but the world was beautiful, unspoiled by pollution, and most importantly, humans. It made we wonder for a moment what would happen to Earth if the people were all gone from it. Would it reclaim the cities like in those post-apocalyptic movies? Would New York be covered in trees, and would deer walk down Fifth Avenue, making a home in Central Park?

We decided to scout a spot close enough to get to the village by foot, but far enough not to be spotted. The landing area was an empty copse of trees, which each stood over a hundred feet tall, surrounding the location. The ground was soft, and Mary decided to hover there rather than keep the weight on the grass. It was similar to a rainforest, and the chances of sinking into the bog-like terrain were high.

“Clare, you’re sure you know how to fly this thing, right?” Mary asked for the fifth time.

“Yes. I did help create it, after all,” Clare answered, impatience thick in her voice.

Nick stayed back, looking relieved that we didn’t ask him on the away mission.

“We’ll keep in radio contact. Any sign they’re leaving in the Kraski ship, you tell us and come pick us up,” I said, slinging a pulse rifle over my shoulder. I was thankful for the time Slate had spent with me, familiarizing me and the others with the vast array of weapons we had. My confidence holding the gun was much higher than it had been a year ago, when it was new and alien to me.

Mae had her EVA suit on, the door closing between her and us as the ramp lowered. A hand-held tablet in her hand, she walked down the ramp.

“Readings shows the air is breathable,” Mae said, and I felt my shoulders loosen. Skulking around without the suit on was going to be much easier.

The door opened, and I felt warm air rushing up the ramp and into my face. A strange smell emanated from outside, a mixture of barn and swamp.

Stepping on the ground, I felt it give ever so slightly. The grass was more like moss, the water table evidently very high. The high humidity was almost a shock after spending a couple of weeks on a closed-system ship, where climate was controlled to a tenth of a degree. My uniform started to stick to my sweating body nearly instantly, and I looked at the others, seeing much of the same. Slate was the only one who kept stone-faced. He was a soldier on a mission, and his mind was extremely focused on the task at hand. Being on a strange planet with terrorist aliens on it, I was more than happy to have the gigantic soldier alongside us.

“Clare, come in,” I said, testing the comm-system.

“Go ahead,” the reply came.

“We’ll keep our trackers on. Just don’t leave us hanging if things get hairy,” I said.

Slate took the lead with ease, and we followed him. I finally got a look around, which was hard in the dark. We were hesitant to use flashlights in case we were spotted, but Slate had night-vision goggles on. I felt mine strapped to my thigh and considered wearing them. Instead I followed the others, trying to not be distracted by the brand-new surroundings.

We were on another world, walking on the mossy ground. It was an amazing feeling to see the strange massive trees looming around us, a moist musky smell lingering in the air. The river was close, but I suspected smaller ponds or swamps nearby, judging by the dampness.

As we got near the tree line, I stopped to touch one. The bark was smooth, slightly sticky. The branches were thin near the lower end of it, with slim leaves unlike any I’d ever seen.

“Dean, let’s go. We can look at the flora once we nab Terrance and Leslie,” Mae said.

I just shrugged and kept moving. The village was a couple of miles away; we’d expected to take fifteen minutes to get there at a good pace. Reality was different.

Three minutes in, the ground was too soft to walk on. Slate’s substantial bulk sank in as he stepped down, and we had to help him pull his right leg out of the mossy hole. A smelly mud stuck to his boot when he pulled free, and Mary wrinkled her nose at the stench.

“That’s not something you want to walk in. Let’s see if there’s a way across this way.” She pointed north, and we found much the same issue. Doubling back took valuable time, but the ground was eventually firmer, and soon we were making our way to the village in the right direction.

In a few minutes, we could see lights from the town: a soft glow in the darkness of an ominous world. It called to me like a beacon, and suddenly I remembered the time my car broke down on the highway in the winter when I was first off at college, right before the days when cell phones were in everyone’s hand constantly. It was the middle of a snowstorm, and after seeing no one else was crazy enough to be on the main roads, I spent an hour walking down a gravel road seeking a house. Just when I thought my toes were going to fall off, I saw a light in the distance. I ran, more stumbled, toward it, and the family let me call a tow truck and stay there until the driver picked me up.

When I saw the village light, the same feeling hit me, and I ran ahead. A few steps into my sprint, I felt the ground make way for water and I fell forward, going under.

It happened so fast, my brain couldn’t comprehend it. One second I was moving in the warm air, the next my head was under water, a thick sludgy liquid. I flailed my hands, trying to find something to push against, but they just sank into the muck on the bottom of the ground.

I finally swiveled my legs out under me and pushed up, my head breaching the muck.

Laughter shot at me from behind, and I turned to see Mary’s outline snickering at my epic fail.

“Laugh it up, chuckles,” I said, angry I was so stupid to get into this situation. That anger was heavily mixed with embarrassment. “Can you guys just help me out?”

It looked like I was in a small pond, only thirty feet across. All we would have had to do was walk a few steps to the left and avoid it. If I hadn’t rushed forward, I would be up there with the rest of them, dry and clean.

Slate stepped forward and reached a hand out, when something brushed against my leg.
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“What the hell was that?” I asked, shaking my leg.

As I stretched my hand out to grab his, I felt it again, this time harder.

“Guys, something’s in here with me.” Panic was creeping into my voice, the embarrassment all but forgotten. Slate grasped my wrist and that was when the creature underwater made its move. It wrapped around my ankle, pulling at me. I still couldn’t see it, but it was constricting tighter by the second. Another tentacle twisted around my waist and before I knew it, I was gasping in murky water, flailing for air.

I hadn’t even noticed, but Slate was still holding my arm, tugging at me, a tug-of-war where I was the rope. I could hear shouting as my head ducked in and out of the water, me just trying to get air when I was able to. There were multiple tentacles now, and I had no idea if it was one multi-limbed attacker or a group of snake-like animals.

This was it. I was going to die my first hour on a new world. Water gushed into my nose, and I tasted the stale muddy water as I was tugged under it once again. The strong hard grip of Slate’s hand was gone suddenly, and I was pulled down and away from my friends. Clenching my eyes shut, I tried to stave off the panic, and fought to pull one tentacle from its crushing force on my abdomen. Nothing worked.

The water muffled sound, and I thought I could make out Mary’s voice from the ground a distance away. The swamp area was far larger than I’d initially thought, and I kept being pulled farther in. My lungs burned for air, and I knew it wasn’t going to be long. Light flashed in my closed eyes, and my body went from tense and flailing to calm and serene. The light was there for me.

Something splashed nearby, and I felt a surge of hope. The pressure on my waist ceased, and before I knew it, I wasn’t being pulled any longer. Next the grip on my ankle was gone, and an arm was under my chest, lifting me to the surface. My feet found muddy purchase on the swamp floor, and my weak knees helped keep me in an upright position. It was dark, and I retched out water, bile mixing with the thick stinky liquid.

“Are you okay, Dean?” Mae’s voice asked in my ear. She was panting, and my eyes made out her form beside me in the dimly-lit night sky.

“Mae,” was all I could muster through my clenched teeth.

“Oh, thank God,” she said quietly.

She was holding a knife in her hand, and that’s when I saw the floating tentacles to the right of us. She’d dived in and killed the thing with a blade. The others were calling to us from forty yards away. Mae helped me to them, dragging the creature behind us like a prize kill.

Slate reached down, picking up a limb and pulling the thing onto the ground.

“Dean!” Mary called, her voice strained and tearful. “Are you okay?”

I was out of the water, pushing my body further away from the swamp just in case another of those monsters decided to swing an arm up and grab me.

“I think so,” I said, lying on my back. For a moment, I just stayed still, staring at the strange star clusters overhead. I let my body tell me what, if anything, was wrong with it, and other than a tender abdomen and a pulsing ankle, everything felt normal.

“Mae, that was amazing,” Mary said. “She didn’t wait a second. As soon as Slate lost grip, she dove in, knife in her hand. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

I turned my head and saw Mae’s outline watching the water, still holding the knife. She was soaked like me, her hair hanging long and dripping with mud.

“Looks almost familiar, doesn’t it?” Slate said, poking the dead creature with his heavy boot. It resembled a large octopus, but with six thick tentacles, each at least the length of a human. Beady black orbs sat on either side of its head, and even though the thing almost killed me a minute ago, I felt bad for it lying there dead. It was just doing what nature taught it to do, and we were the invaders.

“Amazing,” Mary said, looking at it now too.

I finally got up, testing my ankle and feeling it take the brunt of my weight. I lumbered over to Mae and put my arm around her waist. “Thank you, Mae,” I said. She was still looking over the swamp, and she leaned her head down against my shoulder. We stood like that side-by-side for a minute before Slate cleared his throat.

“We should keep moving. We’re almost there.” He took the lead, and I stayed back waiting for Mary.

“Dean, I’m so glad you’re all right.” Her fingers slipped between mine, and I squeezed her hand back.

“So am I. Mary, if anything ever does happen to me, just keep going on. We need to finish the mission.” I felt foolish for saying it, but a near-death experience was sure to bring up a couple of unwanted conversations.

She shook her head. “I don’t want to think about that. You’re fine now. A little wet and dirty, and to be honest, stinky… but fine.”

I sniffed, and the putrid swamp water that covered me did make me smell something terrible. A shower was probably out of the question. I laughed and pulled her close. “Now you can smell bad too.” She fought me off, and we were so distracted with each other, we nearly walked into the barn-sized man, Slate. He turned and shushed us like an annoyed parent. His finger went to his lips and he held his hand up, telling us to stay still.

The village was a few hundred yards away, and we were coming up to the first building in the area. A few dim lights were on, a soft yellow glow making me wonder just how different the inhabitants were from humans. It looked like a scene from a hundred years ago. I took comfort in the similarities, but knew it was only right to be cautious at the same time.

Slate motioned for us to crouch down, and he took a pair of binoculars out. He found something. He passed them to me, pointing in the distance. I scanned the area his finger extended toward and saw it too. Terrance and Leslie’s ship was there. They walked through the field toward a large dwelling built of logs, and smoke poured from a rock chimney in the roof. It looked like quite the quaint scene until I spotted the aliens beside them. One was insectoid in nature, legs bending opposite of ours like a chicken, large black eyes on an oval-shaped head, antennae poking up a foot into the night sky. There was another with it, and I recognized the race instantly. Deltra.

Relief that there were still Deltra out there washed over me, but dread quickly replaced it. The last time I’d seen a Deltra, they were trying to kill us, after convincing us to murder the entire race of the Kraski. It hadn’t ended well for them, and there wasn’t a night I didn’t close my eyes and see the explosion that had snuffed out their lives at our hands.

Mae nudged me, and I handed the binoculars over to her. So the hybrids had stolen a ship, traversed a wormhole, and traveled to a backwater planet. To what end? What did they want there?

“Just what are those bastards doing?” Slate asked, mirroring my thoughts.

“Let’s get in closer,” Mae said.

A voice spoke behind us in an unfamiliar language. My translator shot the words into my ear. “You’re going to be much closer.” We spun around to see two large Deltra holding pulse rifles toward us.

My eyes roamed to Mae’s hand, which looked to be twitching near her holstered gun. She looked toward me and I shook my head, hoping she wouldn’t get us all killed. She grimaced and raised her hands in the air along with the rest of us.

“Come with us,” the translator said.

They marched us straight to the building the hybrids had gone to, and more insectoid aliens and Deltra sentries came out of the surrounding woods. They’d either been waiting for us or were a very cautious colony.

The building was large and looked more like a big house as we neared it.

“Weapons on the ground.” The bigger of the two bald Deltra pointed from us to the ground with his gun. We obliged, even if I saw a second of hesitation from Slate. Every inch of him looked ready to pounce.

The front doors on the side building were large, on rails like a sliding barn door. Inside the garage-like hangar, we saw a ship unlike any we’d seen yet. It was about a quarter the size of our ship and had an insectoid frame, almost like a hornet. I suspected I knew which aliens it belonged to. A Deltra was inside talking with Leslie and Terrance. They stopped and looked toward us, surprise etched on both the hybrids’ faces.

“Terrance, you left your wallet on Earth. I thought you might need it,” I said, hoping a joke would break the tension. It didn’t.

“What do we have here?” the Deltra said in perfect English. The guards walked us further into the room until we were only a few feet from the three inside. The Deltra was tall, very thin, and had markings tattooed on his neck and hands. He stood straight, confident. The energy this guy was pushing out was amazing, and I knew he must be a leader among the Deltra, or at least of the colony there.

“How the hell did you find us?” Terrance asked, shaking his head. He scanned the four of us, eyes stopping on Mae for a moment longer than the rest of us. He wouldn’t have known about the new ships or technology adaptations.

I figured telling them wouldn’t do any harm. “The smart people back home found a way to add a tracking system to our ships.”

Leslie nodded. “I told you they might be able to find us. We were too careless.”

“And you brought them here,” the Deltra said. “What are we going to do with you?” he asked, walking over to Slate. He was as tall as our huge soldier, but about a third as wide, even with the billowing cloak he had on. The contrast was almost comical.

“Why can’t you just let us be?” Leslie asked. “We just remembered hearing rumors of this place and wanted to ask Kareem if we could bring the hybrids who want to leave Earth here to start fresh. Somewhere we can be ourselves and forget about the Kraski and the human blood coursing through us. Live out our days as a free people.”

“And to do this you would kill? You would slice a friend’s throat, and hang another after gutting them? Then attack one of your own, leaving her pummeled on the ground as you stole a ship and killed more guards?” Mary was standing up straight, her voice loud and strained as she attacked them.

“We killed no one!” Terrance yelled. “And we didn’t attack anyone. What do you mean?”

“Mae. You attacked Mae on your way out!” Mary yelled back. The guards got between Terrance and Mary, separating them.

“We didn’t even see Mae. The guard listened to us, and he let us go. We left unseen, and quietly,” Leslie said calmly.

My hands started to shake hearing this. If they didn’t kill those guards on Long Island or fight Mae, then who had killed them? And who had attacked Mae? I turned slowly, looking for Mae so she could fill us in. We needed to hear her side of the story, to bring the truth out, and show these hybrids for the liars they were. But Mae wasn’t there.

“Where’s Mae?” I asked quietly. No one seemed to hear me. “Where is Mae?” I asked louder, and the others stopped talking. We looked around the dim hangar, and she was nowhere to be seen.

“Mae!” Mary called. Silence.

“Go find the missing woman,” Kareem said, his cloak flapping as he pointed to the entrance in haste. The guards raised their guns and started for the doorway.

“It was her the whole time. She must have killed those guards after we slipped out of the University. She killed the guard at the base after we left, beating herself to make it look like there was a fight,” Terrance said, and it all made sense. I couldn’t believe it. I wouldn’t. But the facts lined up. Don’t trust her. The text I’d gotten from that unknown source at the gas station last month flashed through my mind.

We ran to the doors as we heard pulse rifles go off in the distance. Red beams shot toward the forest and moments later, a green light emanated from the area before a ship lifted from the clearing where we’d seen the hybrids’ ship as we’d scoped out the village.

“She’s getting away. And in our ship!” Terrance cried.

What just happened was taking a long time to process. One minute we were all there, and Mae used the moment the guards separated Mary and Terrance to sneak away. She got onto the hybrid ship and stole it.

“I can’t believe it,” Mary whispered. “All this time. All of this time. She gave you blood, Dean. She saved us after the Event. She stayed in our house.” Mary ran her hands through her hair, tears falling down her face. I wiped the tears away with my thumbs and brought her in for a hug. “She was… our friend.”

“What the hell is going on there?” Clare’s voice came through our earpieces. “Are you all okay? Do you need a pickup?” The questions came in frantic succession.

“It was Mae. She ran off, taking their ship,” I said in reply. The words didn’t even make sense to me as they left my mouth.

“Mae. I knew those damned hybrids were going to be the death of us,” Clare said, making my blood boil. Maybe she was right. Janine, Vanessa, Mae… they’d all used us.

“Why are you really here?” I grabbed Terrance by the collar, getting close enough to his face to touch noses. Anger flushed through my body so intensely I thought I might punch someone. As I stood there, waiting for an answer, I wished I was back home. Before any of this. Before the Event, and before Janine. I wanted to just go back in time.

“I told you! We just want to leave Earth. We need somewhere to go. Somewhere off the grid. This is it, a safe haven,” he said, spittle hitting my face.

Maybe they were telling the truth. Probably not, since history had told me all hybrids were full of shit.

“Leave him,” Kareem said calmly, and I looked back to see the two guards holding guns pointed at me. I wasn’t going to give them the honor. I let Terrance go, and he straightened his shirt. The anger was still there, but muted. I shoved it down, along with all the fear and suspicion. Bottle it up. That’s what a man was supposed to do, yet I felt worse for it, like I needed that anger to keep going.

“Come. We have much to discuss,” Kareem said, motioning for the guards to lower their weapons. They did so, and I felt slightly better off.

“We don’t have time for chit-chat. We need to go after her,” Mary said.

“It won’t take long, and I think you’re going to want to hear what I have to say.” Kareem turned and walked toward the home’s front doors. We had no choice but to follow along, and soon were inside the large open foyer. He took his shoes off, implying that we do the same. Embarrassed, I remembered I was covered in mud and stank something fierce. Kareem didn’t seem to even notice as he called to someone to bring langols, which my translator said was some sort of beverage.

Beside what looked to be a kitchen of sorts was a large wooden table. Some things crossed species well. There were a dozen chairs around it, and we sat, the three of us on one side, Kareem and the two hybrids on the other.

“First things first, tell me what brings you here.” His voice was calm, soothing, and I found myself comfortable around him.

Terrance told him the story of the Kraski, and Kareem twinged at the name but pulled it together quickly. This guy had a hell of a poker face. Terrance told him of the plan to remove all humans from the world, sacrificing their own hybrids in the process. Terrance was passionate as he talked about being created for nothing but sacrifice and death, and how he wanted to lead the remaining survivors away to be safe and live their lives out in peace.

Kareem sat stone-faced as Mary and I told him of our journey, and the backstabbing of the Deltra. I didn’t speak of them all dying, but he seemed to get the gist of it. He leaned forward as we told him about the final rescue, and how some hybrids came too, helping us stop the ships from exploding into the sun.

Leslie spoke of the year since, the internment camp they were at, and how for the most part humans had been nice to them. Kareem’s face softened at this, and we drank our langols, which was much like a hot flowery tea.

“We really just wanted to stop these two, whom we thought were murderers and terrorists, from getting to the Bhlat and…” I was cut off by Kareem instantly after saying their name.

“The Bhlat! Don’t speak that name here!” he yelled, getting to his feet. “If you thought the Kraski were bad news, you haven’t seen anything.” Just like that, the energy seemed to drain from him, and he sat back down, slumping forward. “I’m here because of them. My grandfather created the ‘Shield,’ as you called it.”

“That means you would have to be…” Mary started.

“I’m over two hundred by your calendar years. Yes, my grandfather was the one to create the device that would save our race from the Kraski. Only hundreds of years under their oppression seem to have turned my people from a loving, nurturing race, to a blood-lusting race, just as bad as their tormentors.” Kareem stopped, silence filling the room. The night’s adventures and the retelling of our harrowing story had sucked the life out of me. I looked him in the eyes, and he stared right back as if seeking something deep within me. “Dean, can I trust you three?”

The question hung in the air a moment. “You can,” I answered, wondering if I could trust him in return.

“Can I trust the rest of humanity?” he then asked.

That was a much more difficult question to answer. Humans had been through a lot, and most of my life I wasn’t sure I fit in. I hated our internal strife, our abuse of each other, warring for things like salt or oil or just plain power. But my views had changed after hearing the stories of the vessel ships. We had so many heroes, ones that deserved the title more than I did, and for the first time in my life, I did think that as a species we could be trusted. Past Dean would have struggled to get the answer out, but I felt confident and powerful in my reply. “You can. I trust them. You can trust them too.”

He looked me in the eyes, his pale thin lips pursing as he did so. His black eyes buried deep into mine, and eventually he sat back, grabbing his cup. “I believe you. I have a way for you to stop the Bhlat.”

Just like that, I found myself wishing I was back home in another time.
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Our ship lowered in the spot where the silver ship had been sitting over an hour ago. The ramp dropped to the ground, Nick and Clare walking down to greet us. Nick’s eyes went wide as he saw the alien beings around. The insectoids and the Deltra were quite the sight for someone who’d never seen them in person. Hell, I was still trying hard to not stare at them.

“I’m so glad you guys are okay,” Clare said, looking toward the two hybrids we’d followed there.

“We have a lot to tell you about, but for now, let’s get out of here,” I said. Slate held his gun tightly in his large hands, and I knew he was still feeling like we could be attacked. The man hadn’t relaxed since we’d landed on the planet. I didn’t blame him.

“Come on, Slate,” Mary said, and the big man walked aboard the ship.

“Kareem, we appreciate your help and advice. We’ll do our best to keep your location secret,” I said, and the tall Deltran man nodded to me in thanks. “Leslie and Terrance, I’ll talk to Dalhousie and make her see the value in letting you all leave Earth. I promise this.” I only hoped I’d be alive to keep the promise.

“I can see why people follow you, Dean. I’m glad we were able to find out we were on the same side of the fence,” Terrance said, extending his hand. I shook it, but the nagging thought that I couldn’t trust a hybrid took over my mind. It wouldn’t matter, though. They could leave Earth, and that was enough for me. Everyone deserved a chance to be happy and free.

“Remember what I said, Mr. Parker. And never turn your back on a Bhlat. They won’t lie to get on your side. They’ll just shoot you from behind.” Kareem turned, his cloak flowing behind him.

We walked up the ramp, the ominous words of the Deltra leader sinking in. The system’s star was rising over the horizon as we rose up, shining into our viewscreen on the bridge.

With our small crew, Mae’s absence was obvious; her betrayal still coursed through her blood inside me. Her ship’s blinking icon flashed on the map, and as Clare keyed in the coordinates Kareem had given me, we saw her trajectory matched ours.

“Is it a coincidence she’s heading the same direction as we are?” Nick asked.

“She knows,” Slate said, his face a square block of intensity. “She knows where we’re going somehow.”

“Shit!” I cursed. Of course. She’d heard the whole conversation. “Everyone, change your frequency.” I keyed in a new one and showed the rest of them. “She heard us talking with Kareem. How could I be so stupid?”

“None of us thought of it. We didn’t have our earpieces on the frequency with each other, just the ship. She was smart enough to know that,” Mary said as we zoomed through the atmosphere and toward the intense star in-system. The viewscreen dimmed as it grew, ever so slightly each minute.

“She’s got a head start on us. A couple of hours. Let’s just hope we’re not too late when we get there. She hasn’t hit the FTL drive yet. Leslie said it wasn’t charging when they landed, since they hadn’t been planning on leaving quickly. That gives us the advantage. Maybe,” I said.

Clare confirmed this. “We can hit the drive in a few minutes. It should be enough to get us there first.”

I looked at the estimated time of arrival to our new destination, a derelict Deltra station from fifty Earth years ago, and it said one hundred and sixty hours. Almost a week of twiddling our thumbs. A week to stew in anger at the betrayal. I sat down in the captain’s chair for the first time, hardly aware that I’d done so. I was exhausted, and my clothing stank.

If she was just going to leave us, why save me at all? She’d risked herself again for me in the swamp. Was it just for show? Did she think the others would turn back if I was killed?

Someone tapped me on the shoulder, and I looked up to see Slate there.

“Let’s get something to eat,” his mouth said, but his eyes said he wanted to talk to me about something. I obliged and followed him down the hall.

“Slate, start the coffee. I’ll be there in two.” I headed for my bunk and grabbed a fresh uniform before hopping into the shower for a quick rinse-off. I rushed, hardly letting myself dry before suiting up and getting back to the kitchen.

“You’d make a good military man. That was as fast as any I’ve seen.” He laughed, and I found myself joining in with him. I found myself really liking the quiet man. I’d expected him to be a lot like Magnus, but instead of the boisterous confidence of my Scandinavian friend, Slate gave off an aura of quiet confidence.

“I brought sandwiches to the bridge. Want one?” he asked, and I picked up a PB and J from the small stack in the middle of the table.

My stomach growled just at the sight of the food, and I ate half quickly, no words needed.

“Dean, I have a feeling when we get there, we’ll be fighting. I don’t know if Mae will be able to contact reinforcements, and at this time, we don’t even know whose side she’s on.”

Don’t trust her.

“The Bhlat,” I said, my gut spitting out the name. “It has to be. There’s no one left. If she’s not with the hybrids, and we ended the Kraski, that leaves the Bhlat. We always said if the Deltra were able to infiltrate the hybrids’ core, the Bhlat could have too.” Kareem had told us more about the alien race, and I almost wished he hadn’t. They moved from system to system, destroying lives, using slaves to mine each planet for minerals so they could expand their reign of terror. So far, they looked to be centuries from coming near Alpha Centauri or our solar system, if ever. Kareem stated that the chances of them even bothering were low, but a race of humans that managed to stave off the fleeing Kraski might entice them to visit.

“I agree. I just want to see where your head’s at. Can you pull a trigger if you see Mae’s face in the crosshairs?” He asked the question so softly I had to lean in to hear him.

Janine’s face. Mae’s face. Could I? I nodded, saying I could and would, but words were one thing. Action was another.

“Good. What do you say we continue our training after some sleep? I’m going to relieve Mary from the bridge, and you two can get some rest.” He didn’t even look tired, and there I was, ready to fall asleep at the table.

“Thanks, Slate.” He left me sitting there alone until a couple minutes later, when an equally tired-looking Mary came to join me.

“Let’s get some sleep, babe,” she said, coming over to me. I pushed my face into her stomach, and she ran her hands through my still-wet hair.

“I love you,” I said, my voice muffled by her uniform.

“I love you too. Just think of the stories we’re going to be able to tell our children,” she said.

It was the first time she’d mentioned kids, and until then, I hadn’t even realized they were a possibility. Maybe there was room for another life on our new world.

Standing up, I kissed her. “Take some pictures. There’s no way they’ll believe half of it.”

_____________

I hit the ground hard, having been at the receiving end of Slate’s demonstration.

“Now you try,” he said, motioning Nick forward. The wiry doctor came at me, feigning a low kick, and struck out with his fist. I spun, mostly avoiding the impact, and followed through, momentum doing most of the work as I flipped Nick onto his back and pushed my knee onto his chest.

“Very good!” Slate yelled, clapping his hands together.

“Yeah, very good,” the doctor said, his words short and terse.

I got up and gave him my hand, which he hesitated to grab.

“Do I really need to learn this? I mean, I’m a healer, not a hunter.” Nick rubbed his chest with his palm.

“We don’t know what we’re up against. Nick, you’ve never told us your story. Why are you here?” Slate asked, surprising the doctor.

“I told you why. They needed a volunteer and I stuck my hand up.”

“We get that, but what drove you to stick your hand up?” I asked, genuinely curious.

We sat on the crates, drinking water, and Slate tossed us a couple of towels. I was covered in sweat and laid the towel over my head while he talked.

“I suppose a lot of my life decisions led me to that point. Where do you want me to start?” he asked.

“We have another four days before we get there. Go as far back as you want,” Slate said, leaning against the wall. “Tell us about your life. You know… before.”

It was hard for some people to go back to that life. To dwell on what was, because so much had changed with the Event. Nick’s eyes had that look to them, and that was probably why he was so tight-lipped about himself.

“I always wanted to help people. Even as a little kid. Where others would shy away from blood, it fascinated me. It was inside us, and if enough leaked out, we died. A weird thing for an eight-year-old to think, and my questions sometimes had my parents worried. They were simple folks from the Midwest. She worked part-time at a bank, and my pa had a small construction company. I remember the day he asked me if I wanted to take over his business. I told him I couldn’t because I was going to be a doctor. He looked crestfallen, but he never told me he was disappointed. They both supported me, and while I worked summers and part-time anything jobs while I went to school, they paid the lion’s share of my tuition.” His gaze had taken on a longing look to the far side of the room as he spoke, and I didn’t have to ask if his parents had survived the Event. They hadn’t.

“That’s great. That isn’t far off my own story,” I said. “Where did you go to school?”

“Medical degree at Stanford. I moved to California after pre-med for a life-changing experience. It sure was. I loved the beaches and people, but eventually got home-sick and went back to Indiana for my residency.” He took a drink of water before continuing. “I ended up joining the military ten years ago.”

“What made you do that?” Slate asked.

“A girl… rather, a woman, but aren’t we all just boys and girls at the end of the day?” he asked, a grim smile on his face.

“I suppose we are. Especially when it comes to following the heart,” I said.

“We went to Iraq. Different stations, and she was killed by a goddamn suicide bomber before I ever told her I loved her.” He stared at the wall, as if looking either of us in the eyes would open the bottled-up floodgates that were inevitably there.

Slate came over and rested his hand on Nick’s shoulder. He didn’t say a word, just let it sit there a moment before heading back to the spot he’d been leaning on.

“Not that any of that matters anymore after we got taken. The world was always an upside-down place. Now we just have to turn around with it, so we can see straight.”

The perspective on things was a good one. “When was that?” I asked.

“Two years before they came. I was a wreck. When I got back from the tour, I could hardly function. I started drinking too much and almost lost my job.” He stopped, just staying quiet for a few moments. “Then they came and changed it all. I was up there with people dying around me, everyone fighting each other like wild animals trapped in a corner. I helped save a few lives up there, and I got it back. That urge to survive, and to help others survive. It was like I needed that shock to bring me back to being myself. Anyway, here we are. I guess someone heard about my efforts on vessel twenty-six, and I was recruited to the cause.”

It was a great story, and I found myself liking the already affable man a lot more for hearing it.

“Want to get back to it?” he asked. “I’m ready to learn to fight. Thanks for making me talk it out.”

We got up, me doing a little stretch on my tightening back, and we got back into position.

“Go!” Slate called.

_____________

“Everyone to the bridge.” Slate’s voice carried over the comm-system.

“Mary, time to get up,” I said, pushing the blankets off my body. The floor was cool under my bare feet, and in moments, I had the uniform on, socks included.

“Just five more minutes, Mom,” she said, her eyes still closed.

“I’ll see you up there,” I said, leaving her in bed but turning the lights on. Oldest trick in the book.

Nick came out of the kitchen, shrugging at me as we made our way down the corridor onto the bridge.

“What’s up?” I asked. Clare was at the helm, with Slate on the console next to her. Their faces were grim.

“Asteroid field. That bitch led us into it,” Clare said. Hearing someone call Mae something derogatory stung for a moment, until I remembered she’d betrayed us. I still clung to a glimmer of hope she hadn’t, that she had a good reason for what she’d done. My gut told me otherwise.

We were out of the FTL, stars slowed on the viewscreen, and the computer zoomed to pick out a few large chunks of rock, highlighting them in blue on our screens.

“They look easy enough to avoid. Let’s go around,” I said, sitting down.

Clare took us around them, the computer calculating a trajectory for each of the asteroid chunks, a stream of blue lines covering our viewscreen.

“She’s heading right for them,” Slate said, standing as he watched. “She must have a death wish.”

We were only a day away from the location of the space station Kareem had told us about. What games was Mae playing?

We kept going, Mae’s icon blinking along a thousand kilometers behind us now. She was getting awfully close to one of the asteroids. We saw her darting in and out of clusters, before the ship went straight toward a large chunk a few hundred meters across. Her ship’s icon blinked rapidly and disappeared from the screen.

“What the hell was that? Did she make impact?” I asked. I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked back to see Mary standing there, dressed, her hair in a tight ponytail. Concern etched across her face, and I knew she’d been clinging to the idea Mae might still be on our side too.

“Looks that way. The tracking is far more advanced on this vessel. You remember those ships. They have a proximity sensor more than exact calculations. She must not have seen it coming, or thought she could sneak by it,” Clare said.

“Keep going,” I said, my hand mopping my face. The urge to yell at someone surged through me, but there was nothing anyone did wrong. Mae had been the culprit, and now she was dead, and I’d never be able to ask her what her truth was. I knew we wanted to stop Mae from making contact, but I still thought I was going to be sick. My eyes shut, only to see the icon lights of her ship still blinking on the back of my eyelids. It all felt so anti-climactic. That was life sometimes.

“We’re clear of the debris field. Activating the drive now,” Clare said. Otherwise, the room was silent.
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“Let’s bring it in slowly,” I said, standing behind Mary’s chair. Our cloaking shield was running, making us look like the stars around us from a distance. Up close we would appear like an anomaly, and anyone seeing us would most likely investigate the disturbance.

Kareem claimed he’d abandoned the station over fifty Earth years ago. The translation wasn’t clear, but it made sense with how long he’d been on that planet. They’d been fleeing a Bhlat sentry ship, which apparently caught on that the Deltra were in possession of some new weapon. He didn’t know if the station still existed, but they wouldn’t have the code to start the engines.

He’d had every intention of getting back to it, but by the time he’d made planetside, he wanted to put it all behind him. To live a quiet life away from the war. His wife and child were with him, and that was enough for him to stay hidden.

“Is this worth it? I mean, now that Mae is gone, and the hybrids don’t want to sell us out?” Nick asked us for the tenth time since yesterday.

“If this thing will do what Kareem says it does, then yeah. It could secure our safety from invasion,” Mary said, creeping our ship toward the system. A ringed planet hung in the distance, a gorgeous juxtaposition to the ugliness I was feeling. A large moon was nearby, and just where we were told the station would be, it stayed, orbiting the planet beside the moon, its massive wheel-shaped rim spinning still.

“It might still have gravity,” Clare said, staring at the viewscreen, taking in the amazing piece of technology.

It had to be a hundred times the size of our ship, with no lights of any sort on the outside of it. It looked like what it was: abandoned. I couldn’t take my eyes off the circular space station, rotating so slowly, but that was probably because of the size of it. It was flat dark gray in color, patches of different material on the outside layers. It looked like there was an unfinished section in the center of it, a section probably closed off from the interior.

It gave off a coldness, looking at it. For some reason, the station made me think of visiting my father’s grave after he’d passed away, and I didn’t like the comparison in my mind. Nothing about it should have made me feel that way; nonetheless, it did.

“I have a bad feeling,” Slate said, mirroring my thoughts.

“Me too,” Mary whispered.

We slowed the ship, all silently watching the massive stationary vessel’s turbine slowly rotate.

“No signs of anything nearby?” I asked, knowing there wasn’t, because the map showed no vessels flying out there.

“Nothing within range,” Clare said.

“Okay, let’s do this. We stick to the plan. Clare, you stay here with Nick. Mary, Slate, let’s suit up.” I walked past them, to the hall.

“Dean,” Nick said, “take care, and good luck out there.”

I turned and forced a smile. “Thank you. Should be back in a jiffy. I wouldn’t mind a beer after all of this is over. Can you put some on ice?” I joked.

“We mean it. Be careful,” Clare said.

“We will. We have each other’s back. Right, Slate?” Mary asked, nudging him with her elbow.

“Right,” he said, his face set in grim determination.

With that, we exited the bridge in a line, and made our way past the storage area to the prep room, where our three suits hung on the wall, already prepared over the week. The lapels had the buttons attached to them. I hadn’t green-beamed through any walls for a while, and frankly, I wasn’t looking forward to it. The last time had been stressful enough. At least this time we were going into an empty ship, and the imminent death of millions of people wasn’t looming over our heads.

Our suits were much like the ones we’d used from the Kraski ship last year, only there were five fingers for the hands, and they fit us since they were custom-built. The material was light and thin, though protective from radiation and, as we’d learned, almost melt-proof. As I slid into the suit, I thought back to when Mae and I had harnessed up and shot toward the vessel heading for the edge of the sun, clipping it and saving countless lives. Why had she done it?

“Ready?” Slate asked. His helmet was clipped in, and he checked ours, ensuring they were sealed properly.

“I think so,” I said.

“You remember all the training we’ve gone over?” he asked us both.

Mary nodded, and he handed her the pulse rifle from the weapons cache. We were strapped with a handgun, and Slate had an arsenal of other weapons: concussion grenades, clubs, knives, and anything else he could carry on his person. He made for quite the imposing soldier.

“Overkill?” Mary asked him. “Expecting company?”

He answered with a toothy smile. “You can never be too prepared.”

I keyed into the storage room computer tablet on the wall, and we watched the viewscreen feed as Clare approached the Deltra vessel. Kareem had told us where the best spot to enter would be, and Clare hovered our ship just above it.

“Love you, Mary,” I said, grabbing her hand and squeezing it for a second.

“Love you too,” she replied.

“What about me? Am I chopped liver?” Slate asked, laughing at his own joke. It was nice to see him cracking a funny one, and suddenly I didn’t miss having Magnus beside me quite as much.

“We love you, Slate,” we said in unison, getting a laugh and an eye roll for our trouble.

We strapped the lanyards to the harness clip on our suits’ waists, safety cords should something go wrong between here and there. We had to travel through a few meters of space, and I didn’t want the beam to drop me out there.

“Here goes nothing,” he said, pushing the pinned button on his suit’s collar. Green light enveloped him, and he pushed off the bar as we lowered from the ceiling. He passed through the floor with ease, and we followed.

Mary went next, glancing up at me just as she was leaving through the floor. I couldn’t help but smile at her as I pressed my own pin, green light covering me. It was surreal to be doing this again. I pushed and had the odd sensation of crossing through something solid, as my particles bounced around super-fast.

I closed my eyes briefly to avoid seeing outside the ships. Infinite space and I were still on tumultuous terms after last year. Counting three seconds, I opened them, and pressed my pin again as my feet touched down on the metallic grated floor. I scanned the room, and my brain took a moment to catch up to what I was seeing.

“Mary,” I called into my headset.

“I’m here,” she replied, and I saw a movement to the side of the room.

“What happened?”

“Someone was here waiting. They fired into the room, and Slate went after them,” she said as I approached her.

“You okay?” I asked, worry creeping into my voice.

“Yeah, let’s go back up Slate.”

She raised her pulse rifle, and I followed suit, walking sideways to the doorway. “Slate, come in,” I said into my helmet speaker.

“There were five of them. I took two down so far. I’m coming back.” Slate’s voice was calm and quick in my ear.

We stood in the hall, guns raised in each direction.

The night vision on our display glowed green, showing us a basic hall of metal beams and grates. The place was built for function, not fashion. Something caught my eye to my right and I spun, seeing the bulk of Slate backing toward us.

“You know where you’re going?” he asked.

I tried to get my bearings and nodded. “He said it should be in the anti-grav generator halls. Under the level-three air ducts.” I wished it was closer to our entry point, but Kareem hadn’t counted on us being attacked when we arrived.

“Lead the way. I’ve got your backs,” he said.

We moved down the hall, sweat dripping down my arms as nervous energy raced through me. “What are they?” I asked.

“Big. Bigger than me. Heavy armor. Nothing we’ve seen before, but they may match the Bhlat description we’ve heard. It was hard to tell with them firing at me,” Slate said.

Bhlat. The name sent shivers through my spine; my finger crept closer to the trigger on my weapon. Our footsteps clanged on the floor, echoing down the quiet halls. I kept thinking how they must be hearing it, they would be around the corner; but for that first section, it was all quiet.

The anti-grav wheel spoked out at four points, and the door to the third one was my target. We made it there in peace, and I tested the handle. The electric pocket door hissed open, causing me to jump and almost fire my gun. My nerves were getting the best of me. We’d only been walking on the ship for five minutes and it felt like an hour to me.

“Go get it, Dean. I’ll watch the door.” Slate slipped inside after us, and the door hissed shut. The room was confined, with a manual hatch leading down the massive wheel spoke, for lack of a better term.

“I wasn’t planning on having the Bhlat here. Kareem said we need their DNA to activate it.” The device was awful in a humanitarian kind of way. The Deltra had built the Shield as a way to keep Kraski away from it, and in a small area, the high-density few-kilometer radius killing them instantly, as I’d seen when we’d destroyed them in their own vessel last year. The image of them melting from their proximity to the Shield still haunted me, and there I was, hunting for another weapon of mass destruction with even more power.

“I’m coming with you, Dean. We can’t get separated. We’ll be stronger together,” Mary said.

Part of me wished she would stay behind and be protected by Slate, and another part was happy to have her by my side. I tried to spin the hatch wheel, grunting at the stubborn thing. Mary joined in, and just when I was about to ask Slate for a hand, it started to move. We spun it open and saw a ladder heading upward.

“I’ll take the lead,” I said, climbing into the tube. It was a few feet wide, but not spacious by any stretch of the imagination. The rungs were metal, coated with small flakes that gave it grip. I raced up the first few; but looking up, I saw it went on for what appeared to be forever, so I slowed, pacing myself for the climb. We passed a small hatch that would exit to level one of the grav-system. Level three was our destination.

Pulse laser fire erupted from below us, and I had the urge to get Mary to pass me so I could get between her and any potential fire. But they could be above us too.

“Just keep moving. Slate’s trained for this,” she said, pushing my foot lightly. I listened without hesitation, adrenaline speeding me up as we made our way past the second hatch.

“Almost there,” I said, straining to hear gunfire below. Nothing. “Slate, come in,” I said. Nothing but static returned. “We’ve lost contact.”

The third hatch was upon us, and my muscles burned as I climbed toward it. This one spun easier than the one below had, and I climbed through the four-foot diameter hole, sticking my hand out to help Mary into the room. It was pitch black, and finally, I could feel the wheel we were in spinning. Our feet were planted on the ground from the gravity it was creating, and while I didn’t quite grasp the science very well, I was happy for it.

“Where is it?” Mary asked.

“He hid it. For good reason, apparently.” The room was bathed in green from my helmet display, and I scanned for the crate Kareem had told me about. It was there, right where he’d said it would be! My heart raced as I ran to it. There was another door to the room, a normal humanoid-sized one, perfect to accommodate the tall, lanky Deltra. As I approached the crate, the door hissed open. Mary was a few feet away, the doorway separating us. We both had our backs pushed against the wall, and I held my breath. Something walked into the room slowly, feet clanking heavily on the metal floors. It was huge: seven or eight feet when it stood straight after bending for the too-small entrance.

Mary didn’t hesitate. She stepped out in front of it and fired. It grunted and pushed back through the doorway, hitting its helmeted head on the way out. Red beams shot from my rifle as well, and it lay there twitching before Mary fired a kill shot at its head. The helmet burst open, exposing a thick-faced monster.

Shots fired in the distance, and Mary stood like a superhero. “Get the device. You have your DNA right here.” She kicked the body and ran down the hall, firing like a commando.

“Don’t leave. You don’t know what’s out there!” I yelled to her, but it was too late. She was long gone.

I stood there like a fool, holding the rifle and staring at the dead Bhlat for at least a minute. “Clare, they’re here. Keep your eyes out for any incoming ships.” I finally had the common sense to tell the ship what was going on.

“Slate told us. We’ve lost contact with him. Is he okay?” Clare’s voice came through, asking a question I couldn’t answer.

“I don’t know. Over.”

The crate was heavy, full of maintenance tools and spare parts for the anti-grav system. I had to empty it before it would even budge from the spot it’d been sitting in all those years. Soon a pile of junk was spread around the room, and the crate finally moved. The whole floor was sections of metal grates, each about three meters square, attached to grooves in T-bar style metal beams that made up the subfloor. I tugged on the corner square, and it lifted easier than expected. Leaning it against the wall, I looked for the device as Kareem had described it. Where the Shield had been large and heavy, this device was made with similar engineering in mind, but a couple hundred years later. It reminded me of cell phone technology in a twenty-year span, going from the clunky brick design to a computer in your pocket.

Empty. There was nothing down there. I ran my hands along the edges, and just as I was about to get up, I felt a slight protrusion. Excitement raced through me. I had to slide my torso into the opening, leaving my legs and back exposed, but I got the device in my grip, unclasping it from its secure hiding spot.

“I got it, Mary,” I said.

“I killed another one. But…” Her voice trailed off, and I could hear blasts echo from my earpiece and inside the ship.

I needed to get this thing going and help them out there. It had a metal case, made of some lightweight but durable black alloy. It unlatched, revealing a circular device the diameter of a coffee cup base. It whirred to life as I touched it with my nano-fingered gloves. Soft yellow light glowed from the edges, and a white screen blinked on the interface of it. Deltra words scrolled across it, and my heads-up display was kind enough to translate them for me. I hadn’t had a chance to test out this technology, so I was thankful for it.

I clicked the icon that translated to Genetics. The image of a double helix flashed onto the screen, rotating around. Words slid onto the screen, and my HUD translated them to: MISSING DATA.

What had Kareem said? I flipped it around and saw a small button, which I pushed. A small probe extended from it, and bingo, I had it. Now I just needed to get a sample from the huge corpse at my feet, which couldn’t be difficult with all the blood and gore at my disposal. Suddenly, the body seemed repulsive to me, and the power of the device in my hand scared the hell out of every inch of me.

I closed my eyes, seeing the Kraski victims spewing out green bile before crashing to the ground in heaps. Thousands upon thousands of them littered that vessel last year. So much death at my hands. The fact that they were going to kill us didn’t ease my conscience all the time. It was nature. Kill or be killed. Mary was out there somewhere, and she needed me to stop being a baby and get this done. I could think about the moral ramifications later.

The Bhlat’s helmet was half blown off, so that’s where I went, pulling the rest off the corpse’s head. Blood oozed out, red like ours. Its face had a dark pigment; where our noses were, it had three holes on an otherwise flat face, lips thin around a wide mouth, teeth sharp and twice the length of mine. But it was the eyes that threw me off. Swirling green- and blue-speckled eyes stared back at me, and I lifted my rifle for a moment, they looked so full of life. But they weren’t. It was dead.

Cringing, I stuck the probe from the back of the device into the Bhlat’s neck, where a blaster had hit it. The yellow light turned to red and it beeped, transitioning back to yellow. The words GENETICS CONFIRMED appeared on the backlit white screen of the device.

It kicked back to the main menu. ACTIVATE now showed highlighted, and when I hit it, settings appeared. I could adjust the strength, the distance to cover with the pulse, and could rotate through the DNA samples. This scared the hell out of me. With this, I could add human DNA and wipe out our entire race. I almost dropped it right then, but the sounds of battle in the ship through my headset kept me focused.

“Dean, is it working? I’m cornered,” Mary said through my earpiece. She sounded panicked.

Boots clanked in the hall, moving slowly, and it had to be a Bhlat trying to sneak up on me. How many of them were there? And why were they even here?

The steps got closer, and I stood in the adjacent corner to where the floor was lifted, aiming my pulse rifle forward toward the door. The steps stopped, and I could almost hear the Bhlat breathing from just outside the room. The device was in my palm. One click and I could test it. I just had to press CONFIRM on the activate option.

One more step and a boot poked through. My heart beat heavily against my chest, one finger on the trigger, the other hovered over the device icon. I didn’t get to do either as the ship’s lights came on in a steady hum. My night vision gave way to normal as the levels of light increased in the room.

The Bhlat said something in its language, and suddenly, the wheel we were in stopped spinning, the force throwing me across the room fast enough to see the Bhlat’s eyes widen at the sight of me before it went flying down the hall. Gravity was gone.
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I’d hit my head on the wall, and my body expected me to fall onto the pile of tools and parts scattered across the floor. Instead, they floated beside me in the room, with no gravity present to keep us grounded. Someone had powered the ship back up and stopped the spinning wheel we were in from moving, stopping the artificial grav unit from doing its job. Air hissed into the room, the life-support system back up and activated.

As I floated there, contemplating what was happening, I noticed my left hand was empty. I’d dropped the device. Grunting echoed from the hall, and I remembered I wasn’t alone. Scanning the room, I saw the device floating there beside a large wrench and a soldering iron.

I pushed off the wall, arcing toward the device just as the massive Bhlat came flying into the room. Its gun flashed beams at me, narrowly missing and cutting holes into the wall behind me. I fired back but missed as well, hitting the roof instead of the large target. I collided with the far wall, with the Bhlat soldier piling into me with some serious velocity.

It felt like being pinned to the wall by a semi-truck. My chest ached, and I nearly let go of my blaster. The training from Slate took over, and I gripped a metal rail on the wall, kicking out with all my strength, sending the Bhlat back a couple feet. It left me just enough time to grab the device.

The Bhlat said something aloud, and my translator attempted a translation but failed. A strange noise emanated from the alien, and I guessed it was laughter. I must have looked like easy prey to such a large creature. His long blaster rose as he floated there, aiming right for my head. He said something else, and the translator annoyingly showed an error again.

The device was in my palm, still waiting for the CONFIRM command to be hit. This time, I did so with ease of conscience. It was kill or be killed, and I understood that now more than ever.

Time seemed to slow. His finger bent to pull the trigger just as I pressed the icon. It hummed quickly, vibrating ever so slightly. I almost didn’t feel the blaster beam rip into my side as the Bhlat nearly exploded before me. In my new slow-motion world, I saw his same green-blue swirling eyes widen just before his face pushed out, blood covering the inside of his mask. The rest of him seemed to melt, and when time started again, he was just floating lifelessly, a massive space suit of blood and bones. I nearly vomited in my own suit, and alarms were going off inside my helmet. The suit had been breached.

That was when I felt the pain in my side. My suit was torn open, blood seeping out into the room and floating around in tiny drops, each visible as I hung there staring forward.

“Dean.” I heard my name in my earpiece over the internal klaxons. It was Mary’s voice.

“Mary, where are you?” I asked, reality snapping back to my muddled mind.

“Main ship, near our entry point. They’re all dead. Are you okay?” she asked, her voice strained.

“I’m okay. Just a little shot. I’m coming down.” I grabbed the Bhlat’s weapon, knowing we wouldn’t have any more trouble from them on the vessel. Getting back down was easier with no gravity, and I was thankful, since my wound wouldn’t stop screaming at me. As I entered the tunnel spoke of the gravity wheel, I used the ladder rungs to pull me down the chute. Much faster than I’d gotten up not ten minutes before, I was back on ground level, in the center of the vessel.

“Where are you?” I asked, feeling like I might pass out. She gave me directions, but I could tell she was hurt. I pushed against the walls; every movement sent shooting pain through my abdomen. Blood trailed behind me, and I was thankful the life-support had come on; otherwise, I’d already be a dead man.

I heard something clank around the hall corner, and I raised my pulse rifle. Just because the device killed the Bhlat on board didn’t mean they couldn’t have had other friends on the ship with them. I moved slowly, my vision fading slightly. I’d lost too much blood. I needed to get to Mary. I needed to see her one last time. Ready to fire at an enemy, I pushed out, floating into the next hall, and saw it was Slate just before pulling the trigger.

“Dean!” he called, and I heard him with my ears, not my earpiece. His suit was banged up badly, and his left arm was floating uselessly at his side.

“Slate! Thank God, Mary is over here,” I said, feeling a renewed sense of energy.

We headed to the third room on the right, where she’d described her location to me, and there were four Bhlat in there with her. Four large floating corpses.

Mary was floating lifelessly as well.

Through the pain, I made my way to her.

“Clare, tell me you’re ready. We’ll be there in two,” I managed to get out, seeking a confirmation they were ready for us.

Mary was still breathing. Her suit was blasted open in a few spots, but none near her chest or head. Normally, I would have freaked out at seeing my beautiful fiancée’s injuries, but I could hardly make sense of anything I was seeing, my vision fading quickly.

Slate took charge, grabbing her, and moved faster than I’d seen him move before, leading me back to the room we’d started the mission in. Our ropes were still there, and we clipped them in.

Slate looked at me with a grim, exhausted expression. Yet he still smiled. “You did well,” he said, just loud enough for me to hear before my world went black.

_____________

White light. That was what I saw first. For a brief moment, I thought that was it for me, that I’d passed to the other side, and a small part of me was ready for it.

“Dean, can you hear me?” a familiar voice asked. That wasn’t unusual. Theologians had speculated for years that we might be ushered into heaven by an old friend or loved one. “Dean, you’re back on our ship. Your wound was substantial, but I’ve managed to stop the bleeding and patch you up.”

So much for heaven. I was still in a trip to hell onboard a small spacecraft in the middle of some unknown galaxy.

My bleary eyes cleared and I could finally make out where I was. The bunks were stripped of any clutter, and a form lay on the one across the room from me.

“The medic bay wasn’t big enough for both of you, and I assumed you would both prefer to be in the same room, so we made do with the spare bunk room. Hope you don’t mind,” Doctor Nick said.

The both of us? It all came flooding back. The device, the massive Bhlat soldiers. Mary’s limp body floating there, blood hovering around her.

“Mary!” I tried to sit up, but the pain in my stomach stopped me from lifting more than a couple inches before falling down on my back.

“Dean, you have to calm down. You’ve been through a lot, but you’re healing faster than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

The hybrid blood in me helped with the healing process. Mae’s blood.

“Is she going to be okay?” I asked, seeing her chest rise and fall slowly. That was a good sign.

Nick stood between us, looking every bit the part of the doctor for the first time since I’d met him. He was a natural.

“She’s sustained a lot of wounds, but none in themselves are life-threatening. She was shot in the legs and the left shoulder. The suits are made to prevent the serious burning from the beams, but flesh and veins were still seriously damaged. She’ll be fine, but I have her sedated for the time being, while the grafting heals.”

“Are you telling me you have the ability to graft new skin on this ship?” I asked, dumbfounded.

He nodded, smiling widely. “We do. It’s amazing what we learned from the Kraski databases. I don’t think we’ve even begun to scratch the surface. Give us another ten years to analyze and decipher it all, and we could be living in a world with no illness, disease, or famine for that matter.”

The idea was a lofty one, but admirable. Earth needed hope now more than ever.

“Where’s Slate?” I asked, feeling foolish for not having asked after him yet.

“I’m right here, boss,” the big man said, stepping in from the hallway. “I wanted to give you some privacy while you woke up.” His arm was in a sling. He saw me looking at it. “It’s just sprained. I’ll be back to normal in no time.”

“Slate’s being humble. He dragged you two onto the ship and hasn’t left your side since,” Nick said. “I’m going to go grab some sleep, if you don’t mind. Dean, I left some painkillers beside you. If it gets to be too much, take one and rest.” With that, he left the room, leaving me alone with Slate and my unconscious fiancée.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, sliding a chair up beside my twin bed.

“Do you mind passing me another pillow?” I asked, and he even stuffed it under my head. I cringed at the movement in my gut, but propped up, I could speak to him properly, instead of staring at the ceiling.

“I’m not sure how I’m feeling. We got the device, met the Bhlat, and survived.” I looked over to Mary, hoping to God she was going to be all right. She should have stayed with me. She was always trying to protect others first, and it nearly got her killed.

“That we did.”

“How many did you take on out there?” I asked.

“Killed five of them. By all accounts, there were about twelve or so on board – that we saw. There could have been more hiding out.”

“What were they doing there? If they knew there was a device with the capability to destroy them, why not destroy the station and leave it at that?” I asked, stumped.

He passed me a bottle of water from beside the bed, helping himself to one as well.

“I’m not sure. That’s above my pay grade.”

“Take a stab at it,” I coaxed.

He stared at the wall for a minute. Slate was a trained soldier, but from my experience with him, he was a lot smarter than even he gave himself credit for.

“Kareem said they were chased away, forced to leave the device hidden because they didn’t have their DNA yet. The Bhlat are a big force, we can assume, so maybe they left soldiers here in the off chance the Deltra came back. They pretended it was dead, in hopes of luring them back. Or they’re no better than space pirates, trying to get someone to board, and then stealing their ships. Either way, I doubt they knew about the hidden killing machine Kareem left behind,” Slate said, impressing me with his speculation.

“But fifty years? It doesn’t add up. Unless Mae was able to communicate to them?”

“There was no ship there. They had to have been dropped off some time ago.”

“What happened with the grav-system out there?” I looked to the ceiling, even though I had no idea what direction the Deltra ship stood.

He smiled at this. “We were losing, and I wanted something to turn the tides.”

“Thank God you did, because I was about to get shot.”

“And how did that work out for you?” He nodded at my stomach.

“I got shot,” I said, laughing along with him. “Stop, it hurts.” My hand settled on my wound, which was extremely tender to the touch.

“Sorry, boss. No more jokes.”

“Are we still at the station?” I asked.

“We moved away a few thousand kilometers.” He crossed the room and picked up a tablet. “See?” He showed me the image from the viewscreen on the bridge. The ship lingered there, just in orbit of a gorgeous, lifeless world, particles, water, and ice creating a visually stunning ring around the planet.

“I can’t believe something so beautiful can be so treacherous at the same time,” I said, still staring at the planet on the tablet.

“I had a girlfriend like that in high school,” Slate said, straight-faced at first. Soon we were laughing, and I was literally busting a gut. The pills beside my bed were starting to call for me.

“You guys are going to want to see this.” Clare’s voice came through the room’s speakers. Slate’s tablet switched to the map mode; Clare was pushing through. A small icon blinked once again on it. “Mae’s ship is back and moving fast.”
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“Mae’s ship?” I blurted, hardly able to believe what I was seeing. “How is that possible?”.

“We don’t know. She’s heading out from the asteroid field we passed just now. Maybe she found a way to hide from our sensors inside it.” Clare slapped her palm to her forehead. “We should have gone back and checked. Sit a ship on a large enough hunk of rock, with just the right amount of radioactive metals inside it, and it would probably jam our sensors.”

I nearly smiled at Mae’s move. She’d hidden from us on an asteroid and was now getting away.

“Follow her,” I said.

Three heads turned to look at me, propped up in the captain’s chair wearing a cheap med-suit, and solemnly nodded.

“What choice do we have? If we want to keep the Bhlat from knowing we were here, she’s the last moving piece,” Clare said.

“She has to be exterminated.” Slate stood tall, staring forward toward the map on the viewscreen. His words bothered me, but I knew they shouldn’t. He was right.

“How do we know where she’s going?” Nick asked, still wearing his scrubs.

“We don’t, but we can predict where her current trajectory will take her. We’ll aim for that path, and maybe we can even cross paths. We have the advantage because we can see where she is, but she can’t do the same with us.” Clare was taking charge, and I obliged her. With Mary incapacitated, we needed someone who could fly the ship and think outside the box.

“What do you think she’s doing?” Nick asked.

“She has to be going to the Bhlat. The Kraski are gone, for all we know… but maybe that was a lie from Mae. She had no affiliation with the Deltra, at least none that we knew of.” I thought back to my memories of the Deltra visiting Janine and convincing her to work with them. They, of course, tricked her, just as they had tricked us last year. I looked down at the new Deltra tool I held in my hand and wondered how I had trusted Kareem so quickly. Suddenly, the killing device I was holding made me want to throw up. How had it even gotten into my hands? For all I knew, they were tracking us with it. The urge to release it out the airlock passed over me, but we might still need the damned thing. After that, I was sure I needed to dispose of it, once and for all.

“Make that happen, Clare. Slate, can you give me a hand back to the room? I think I need to rest.” My body was in serious pain, and the events were leaving me lightheaded.

“For sure, boss.” He took most of my weight and soon I was back in the room, lying on the bed looking at the ceiling. I took another pill, and before I knew it, my vision was fading, my brain getting foggy.

_____________

“Dean, I’m just going to go for a run. I’ll be back soon, and I’ll make breakfast.” Janine walked over to me at the kitchen island as I was pecking away at my laptop. She leaned over, resting her chin on my shoulder. I turned my head and she kissed my cheek, leaving her freshly applied lip balm. She always wore vanilla. I loved the scent.

“Have a good run. Can we have bacon with breakfast?” I asked. She rolled her eyes.

“Dean, do I go for a run just to counter a couple slices of bacon? Maybe you should join me.” She prodded me in the side with her finger.

“I promise I’ll go next time. I have some work to get done for this afternoon.” It was mostly the truth.

“Okay, babycakes. I’ll be back.” She hopped from one foot to the other, warming up her blood flow. Her hair was in a ponytail, and she didn’t have any makeup on. She was the most beautiful woman I’d even seen.

The door closed, and I went back to working on the Peterson file.

_____________

I awoke from the strange dream wondering why I’d remembered that brief moment of my past. It was from eight years ago, probably not even a year after Janine and I had met. The pain pills left my mouth dry, another side effect of the medicine. Finding the bottle of open water on my table, I guzzled half the bottle before setting it down.

The dream had left me shaken, seeing Janine again. Mae looked just like her. I always felt like there was a difference I could notice between them, but since I hadn’t ever seen them together, it was hard to tell. Either that, or my brain filled in the Janine role in my dream with Mae’s face, her nuances.

“Dean,” a coarse voice whispered from across the room.

“Mary!” I exclaimed, so happy she was awake. “I’m here.”

Getting off my bed proved easier this time than the last, and I saw from the tablet on the wall that I’d been out for four hours. The pills really packed a punch.

I pulled the chair Slate had been sitting in and brought it to her bedside.

Mary’s eyes were closed, but she opened them when I touched her hand. It was warm, but not hot to the touch, and I took that as a good sign.

“How are you feeling?” I asked her, squeezing her fingers ever-so-lightly.

She groaned but smiled at me through the pain. “I feel like I fell from a cliff and landed on the ground in a poof just like a cartoon coyote. What happened?”

“You don’t remember? You talked to me, letting me know which room to find you in.”

“No. The Bhlat cornered me, and I tried to shoot my way free, then… nothing.”

“The device worked, and they turned to mush in their suits. It was terrible and lifesaving at the same time. We found you unconscious, and I was barely hanging on. Slate ended up hauling the pair of us, passed out and bleeding,” I said, getting a slight snicker from her.

“We make quite the team.” She rubbed the back of my hand with her palm.

“We sure do.” I kissed her forehead, getting a shot of pain from my stomach wound, though it felt way better than it had. The hybrid blood was helping me heal from it at a welcome expedited rate.

We talked, and I filled her in on Mae’s ship reappearing. I hated to tell her, but she swore she wanted to know everything. With any luck, we would have time to heal a bit before we were back in battle mode.

“I wish Magnus and Nat were here,” Mary said, mirroring my own thoughts.

“Me too. I still can’t believe they’re married.”

“I wish we were,” Mary said. “I was running around that damned place trying to distract the monster Bhlats and all I could think about was walking on a beach with you, a little boy holding our hands between us. We walked, swinging the boy, sand warm and messy under our bare feet. It was wonderful and scary at the same time. I thought that was it. Like I was having an afterlife vision of what wouldn’t be, if that makes any sense.”

“It makes a lot of sense. I love you, Mary. Let’s go stop Mae from doing whatever it is she’s up to, and go home,” I said, wishing it were that easy.

“Deal. Now where can I find one of those crazy pills you were talking about?”

_____________

“Has she changed course at all?” I asked. We were all on the bridge, six days after the adventure that had resulted in two of us being badly wounded. Slate still had a few bruises, mostly healed by that point.

“Nothing substantial. She only moves when there’s something standing between her and her target. Wherever that is.” Clare had gone from bubbly engineer to focused pilot. Mary took some light duties now, but she needed to walk around with crutches, which they surprisingly had stored on the ship.

I passed around the freshly heated freezer-pack dinners, though we really didn’t know what time our internal clocks were working on since we all had such different schedules. With just the five of us, we had to split the small number of chores.

I bent down, passing Clare a dinner plate, and noticed my side didn’t hurt at all any more from the movement. It was almost entirely healed. I only wished Mary had the same success. She was still in a lot of pain, popping more pills than she thought was healthy.

“Where the hell is she bringing us?” I asked for the hundredth time.

“I guess we won’t know until we get there,” Mary said between bites of her heated-up quinoa mixture.

The map on the side of the viewscreen flashed, expanding at Clare’s direction. Mae’s ship icon blinked and was gone, the map zooming out once again.

“Son of a bitch. Another wormhole?” Nick asked.

Setting my plate down, I almost looked for Carey, who would inevitably come sniffing around looking for a way to steal the chicken off my plate. But Carey was on another ship heading to a new world. As the map expanded, and I saw the universe enlarge around us, I suddenly wanted to be sitting back on Earth with Mary and Carey, in front of a fireplace at a resort in Vermont.

“That slows us down a bit, since we were aiming to cut her off on her trajectory. Looks like we can get to that spot in an hour.”

“At least we have time to eat,” Nick said, nearly getting a smile from Clare.
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The wormhole was hard to spot again, but there it was, a window into another galaxy.

“Sending in probes,” Clare said.

“I’m no scientist, but even a theoretical wormhole is near impossible to work, let alone stay open,” I said, baffled by the phenomena.

Clare turned while the probes shot back data. “You’re right. They need an outside force.”

I pondered that before standing up fast, nearly knocking my empty plate over. “Outside force like technology?”

She nodded, pursing her lips slightly. “Sure. If there was a way for them to keep the gateway open, that might make sense. Bear in mind, I have no real understanding of this other than the Hawking books I read in college.”

“Send more probes out. Look for any electrical or nuclear radiance that isn’t coming from us.”

We waited for the results to come back.

“Probe 9351 found something. Wait.” Clare was almost giddy with excitement. “9714 found the same results.”

“Take us to one, please,” I said, standing behind the helm’s console.

Slate zoomed on the coordinates, and we saw a hovering satellite. No doubt this was one of the things keeping the gateway open.

“Look, I find this fascinating too, but every second we stay here looking at this piece of alien metal, Mae is getting closer to her target,” Slate said, clearly agitated.

“Just record their emittance frequency, and let’s get out of here.” I had a plan for when we passed back through the fold in space. If we came back.

Soon we were hovering in front of the wormhole. I was holding the device with Bhlat DNA affixed to its sensors. Just holding it was making me feel better about going into the mouth of the beast.

“Everyone strapped in this time?” Mary asked from her seat.

“Affirmative,” Slate said after a quick scan of the bridge.

“Three… two… one.” Clare eased the ship into the opening, and it felt like we entered the gates of hell. The ship lurched back and forth, like a boat in a tumultuous storm on the sea. The inertial dampeners, already patched up after our last venture, kicked in and out, and it felt like my head was going to rip clean off my shoulders. As badly as I felt, I worried for Mary as we tossed about, but just as quickly as it started, it ended as we exited the other end.

“Are you all okay?” I asked, getting out of my seat to cross over to Mary.

Her eyes were closed, and blood ran from her lips. My hand ran to her face, and her eyes darted open. “It’s all right. It’s just me,” I said calmly.

Her fingers traced her mouth, coming away with her blood on the tips. “I’m fine. I bit my tongue.”

“Well, that was better than the first time,” Slate said, getting up too. The map had zoomed once again, and Clare left the bridge to check on the engineer room. “She’s not using her FTL yet. That could mean a couple of things. Either she’s having trouble with her ship or the target’s near.”

Slate looked every bit as imposing as I’d seen him before. If I didn’t know better, he was itching for a battle; a final showdown.

Clare’s voice came through the console speakers. “Everything checks out here. We should be good to go.”

Mary moved to the helm position, though I could see her wince in pain at doing so.

“She’s slowing down,” Mary said, pointing to the map. “We’ll be at her location in thirty minutes.”

“It’d be a lot faster if we just toss this baby into FTL for a minute,” I suggested, getting a smile in return from Slate.

“I like the cut of your jib, boss. I’ll suit up. Care to join me?” he asked, and I didn’t answer because he wouldn’t like to hear what I really thought. I just nodded sullenly, anxious for a resolution to this chase, but worried about what that outcome would look like.

I felt my pocket for the Deltra device and couldn’t find it. Panic coursed through my body until I found it on the ground across the bridge. It must have gone flying when we were jostled around in the wormhole.

I pressed the touchscreen, and yellow light glowed in a ring around it. Everything looked fine.

“Be careful,” Mary said.

I leaned over, giving her a deep kiss, long enough to make a sailor blush.

“I love you,” I said, hoping it wasn’t for the last time. She mouthed it back to me, a tear falling down her cheek.

Leaving that bridge was the most difficult thing I’d ever had to do, and considering what I’d been through, that meant a lot.

“Nick, what are you waiting for? Suit up,” Slate said, causing the doctor’s mouth to fall open.

“What? Me? Out there?” Nick stammered.

“Why do you think I’ve been training you? So you can go home and win the Hill Valley state karate competition?” Slate asked.

“Oh crap, you’re serious,” Nick said.

“It’s time for the big leagues, my friend. Don’t worry; we just need you for backup. We still don’t know what we’re getting into,” Slate said, and I saw Nick’s tense look loosen up a little.

The corridor to the weapons room felt longer this trip.

“What do you think we’re going to find?” I asked Slate while Nick was busy getting his assigned suit on.

“She might be bringing us right into the hive of the enemy. Good thing you have that weapon,” he said, nodding his chin to the device in my hand.

As much as I wanted to protect Earth, I wasn’t sure genocide of a race was the answer this time.

“Of course, we’ll still need to eliminate Mae when it’s said and done,” Slate whispered in my ear.

I solemnly nodded, still not believing we had to kill my close friend. I felt so used by her.

“Don’t worry, boss. I’ll make the shot if that helps.”

It didn’t. “I’ll do what’s necessary.” The words came out, but I didn’t recall saying them.

We got suited up, leaving our helmets off, and lined them beside our weapons in the storage room next to the ropes and tethers. I pushed the pin on Nick’s collar just long enough to see him glow green as Slate held him.

“I’m not looking forward to this,” he said.

“Just press this, push yourself through on this bar” – I lowered the bar from the center of the room – “and don’t forget to strap in. You don’t want to end up floating around in space. We haven’t had a chance to train you on the suit’s propulsion system yet.”

This just made him pale more, if that was possible. A year ago, I would have looked just like him, but I’d been thrown into a desperate position with no other options.

“You guys have to see this.” Clare said through the speakers.

We crossed the ship and entered the bridge, amazed at what we were seeing.

“Our cloaking tech is functional, right?” I asked.

“They can’t see us,” Clare said.

The viewscreen showed us a planet in the distance, and one of the two stars in the system, on opposite corners of the planets, which made for a complicated orbit pattern and had to be hell on days and nights. Maybe whatever life was on them had adapted to that, if there was any life.

Before us was a satellite, a small moon for the closest planet, which reminded me of a sand-colored Mars. The viewscreen zoomed, and there was Mae’s ship, hovering near the moon.

“Look.” Mary zoomed closer and we saw a structure on the surface. It stretched out in an intricate system of halls leading to an assortment of outbuildings. There was obviously no atmosphere, and probably very little gravity, so they had a sealed colony.

Beside the structure, three ships were settled on the rocky surface.

“This looks like an outpost. We must be closer to their home galaxy,” Slate said, clenching his fists. “We can’t let Mae get to them.”

Mae’s ship was just hovering there. She was either contemplating her next move, or she was waiting for clearance. Clare tried to scan all communication frequencies, but nothing came across.

The good news was, they still didn’t know we were there.

“What do we do?” I asked, looking to Slate for guidance.

“We go down there, activate that death tool you have, and blow up Mae’s ship.” He said it so straight-faced, it startled me.

“What if there are more than Bhlat down there?” I asked, playing devil’s advocate.

“That’s why we have guns,” he replied, a smile crossing his face. It was more than a little unsettling.

“Does it end here? We stop Mae, we stop the outpost from ever passing on the knowledge we were here, and we go home. Right?” I laid it out and everyone nodded.

The device was light in my pocket, but the weight of what it could do almost caused me to sit down. The good news was, I would just need to use it one last time. To kill the potential enemy before they knew what hit them, in order to keep humanity a secret longer.

“How close do you think we need to be to use it?” Mary asked, not having to say what “it” was.

I shook my head. “I don’t know, but I doubt it will work instantly from a thousand kilometers. I’d say we fly over them and hope they can’t see us, turn it on, get Mae, and go home.” It sounded so easy. Part of me was excited that we might be on the way home in a very short amount of time; the other was tired of having to kill.

“Bringing us in,” Mary said.

Mae was still in space, and we went the long way to avoid crossing her path. The moon was rocky, small hills and mountains jutting out from it. The station was on the flattest part of the moon, which was even smaller in diameter than I had originally thought.

I tried to gauge the size of the room and hall structure as we approached, and put it at about six city blocks long with about twenty separate buildings, each connected with dark corridors, no glass anywhere.

When we hovered above the center of the area, I stood, sliding the device from my breast pocket. Tapping it turned the yellow ring on, and I scrolled to the icons, even though my helmet wasn’t on to translate the text. I remembered which to press.

“God forgive me,” I whispered as I tapped the confirm icon.

“Is it done?” Clare asked.

Nothing on the base looked any different. Were they dead?

The device ring shone red and started to flash. Text appeared over the screen. “I can’t read it, but I think something’s wrong.” Grabbing my helmet from beside my chair, I popped it on, locking it in, and let my HUD fire up. I scanned the device text again. DNA sample insufficient.

“Shit. The DNA sample has failed. Must have messed up when it flew onto the ground when we were tossed around in the wormhole,” I said, my hands nearly trembling. I tapped it a few more times, trying to get it to work, and the same result occurred. I even popped the sample tray open on the back, careful not to add my own sample to it. This thing was dangerous.

“You know what this means?” Slate asked, before answering his own question. “This means we go down there, kill one of them, and get a fresh sample. Then we beam the hell out and destroy them.”

It was as sound a plan as we had. “Couldn’t we just blow them to hell?” This from Nick.

“As much as I agree with the good doctor here, I think we need to get the sample. What if they do find their way to Earth? Having protection against them would be the difference between survival and extinction,” Mary said. I found it hard to argue with her logic.

“Then it’s set. Let’s go, Slate. We’ll be back in a few minutes. Don’t leave without us.” I led the way off the bridge, catching a worried glance from Mary. I knew she wanted to be down there with me, but her injuries weren’t healed enough, and it was a lot safer on the bridge than in the spider’s web we were about to jump into.

Nick was there beside us, passing us our rifles. He slid his helmet on. “Call me and I’ll be right there.”

Slate clapped him on the arm. “Dean, you ready for this? We isolate a Bhlat, incapacitate him, take the sample, activate the thing, and walk out of here.”

“Deal,” I said, pressing my pin, green light covering me once again. Nervous sweat dripped down my back and sides as I pushed on the bar, passing through the floor of the ship and into the light atmosphere of the moon, before crossing through the two-meter-thick ceiling of the building we hovered above.

I emerged in a room, gun ready to fire at will, but it was nearly dark, soft lights coming from some wall computers. Slate was beside me; we unlatched our belts and made our way to the doorway.

“All we need is one.” Slate took the lead. The door slid open at our foot pressure, making more noise than I wanted. So much for stealth.

The hall went both directions, lights glowing along the floor. It was quiet. Left or right. Right would lead us to a group of larger buildings we’d seen from above, so Slate led us left, probably assuming there would be fewer enemies that way.

We walked quietly, our rifles held up, ready for action.

“Guys, Mae’s on the move. She’s landing in their shipyard,” Clare said in my earpiece.

“That doesn’t change anything,” I said, Slate nodding firmly. He motioned to keep moving, and we approached another door to the left. Slate stepped in front of it, gun ready to blast, and it opened. He rushed in, gun moving from side to side, but the room was empty. It looked like weapons storage, and Slate’s eyes widened at the sight of huge alien guns lining the walls.

“Later,” I assured him.

Alarms clanged through the halls, and I winced at the volume. They knew we were here.
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“What do we do?” I asked.

“We keep moving,” was the reply I got.

We checked each room. Some were empty; each served a different purpose. Whatever this place was, these guys were there for the long haul, or at least intended to be. Bunks lined the walls of a massive open space, enough room to sleep fifty of the large warrior race.

Where were they all? We passed the kitchen and mess hall, and I couldn’t help but feel they weren’t so different than we were. Maybe there was hope we could all get along. Seeing the look of grim determination on Slate’s face, I doubted it. Hell, humans couldn’t even get along with themselves.

Slate slid a finger in front of his mouth in a shushing motion and crept forward slowly. “There’s a group of them ahead. This is one of this side’s larger rooms. Maybe an auditorium.”

The alarms still blazed, but not as loudly, and soon the sound went away, leaving just the flashing lights to annoy us. I snuck a peek but quickly turned around, feeling like one was about to sneak up on us at any moment. The coast was clear. These Bhlat weren’t uniformed. Instead, they wore something akin to a jumpsuit. They weren’t carrying weapons, either.

They kept moving in the same direction as us, and we poked our heads into the next room. It looked like a large laboratory, with indecipherable mathematic formulas on digital screens. The structure to them looked quite different than anything I’d ever seen, yet eerily familiar at the same time. My HUD translator read what it could understand to me, and it still made no sense.

“Maybe it’s a science station,” I said.

“It doesn’t make a difference.” Slate was trained for a mission, and he wasn’t going to sway from his objective. His linear warrior mind was focused on the task at hand, and my mind was moving a mile a minute which, after our faster than light travel, might not have been so fast.

Alien voices flowed down the halls toward us, a deep vibrating language different than our own. My translator spilled out what it could, constantly getting better as it learned more.

She comes alone. Talleidudne will be happy shiguedbggr is here. Time poloo answers.

They knew Mae was there.

We ducked into the science lab and waited as two hulking forms passed by, talking away, their voices muffled so my translator couldn’t pick them up.

“Keep going,” Slate said.

We approached the space where the group had emerged from a few minutes ago and entered an amazing room. Chairs lined the center of the space, and a glowing platform sat in the middle of the room. Either a stage or… a projector. My gut leapt as I realized this was a communication hall. They had probably been in there talking with a leader from a faraway planet, but they didn’t know the humans were here. They did seem to know Mae was, though, and it was only so long before they spotted the abnormal cloaked ship hovering above them.

Slate was right, we needed to end this now. Something rustled near the back of the room, and Slate fired a quick shot, killing the computer tablet on the wall, shutting the lights down. The helmets’ night vision sprang to life, and we covered the doorway so no one could get through. I stayed at the door while Slate headed toward the noise. I heard and saw three quick red pulse beams, and then silence.

“Slate?” I whispered into my mic.

“I got one, boss. Get the device and let’s do this thing once and for all.”

I moved to his location, seeing a Bhlat smaller than I expected. It was slender, and less ridged than the ones we’d encountered. I almost dropped the Deltra weapon when I realized what that meant. It was a female of their kind.

“Doesn’t matter,” Slate said, “just do it.” He was proving to be quite the robot, but that might have been what I needed right then.

Sliding the DNA sample stick from the back, I found a wound from the rifle, took a deep breath to stifle the wrongness of what I was doing, and jabbed it in. The device whirred to life again, following the same pattern as it had before.

“Make it snappy,” Slate called to me as we heard the door slide open.

What is idpewa here? a Bhlat asked into the darkness.

Slate fired a few rounds, and I heard two forms slump to the ground before the alarms raised again.

“What’s happening down there, Dean?” Mary’s voice came through my earpiece. I ignored it, not wanting to talk, mostly because I was holding my breath as I waited for the device to be ready to work.

“Dean, there are more coming!” Slate yelled.

“Come on, come on,” I said, and the icon glowed green. I hesitated, seeing the dead female Bhlat on the ground before me, and the door opened once again, laser fire blasting into the room at us. I nearly dropped the device; Slate grunted and ran across the room, shooting a volley of red death on the Bhlat.

Everything slowed for me for a split second. Laser fire inched around the room, Slate’s yells turned to slow-motion calls from the movies, and all there was on the moon was this device, and fifty living beings. I pressed the button, and time caught up.

“Thank God,” Slate said from twenty meters away. He was on the ground, green in my night vision. The Bhlat were all down, not a breath left in their alien bodies. I found, at that moment, that I wanted to know more about them: everything about their race, but I knew nothing, and I’d killed them without so much as the press of a touchscreen icon.

We’d been told they were evil, and that they would destroy us, but could we trust the hybrids or Deltra after all they’d done to us?

“Dean, what the hell is going on down there?” Mary asked again, this time not so cordially.

“Mary, we’re okay. It’s done.”

“What about Mae?” she asked.

I’d nearly forgotten about her. “Slate, are you okay?” I asked, moving to his slouched form.

He got up, dusting his uniform off. “I tripped on something, but no worse for the wear. Just a twisted ankle, and my arm’s still tender. We have to find Mae, and quickly.”

We entered the hall, stepping over the melted forms of the unarmored Bhlat, Slate hardly noticing them at all.

“I’ll go left, you go the way we came,” I said, taking the lead.

Slate’s large frame moved quickly down the hall as the sunken corridor lights flared red, alarms still blaring along the way. I tried to not look at the corpses spread around the floor. Some might have been children; most were unarmed.

“Mary, we’re searching for Mae. Is her ship still docked?” I asked.

“She’s still down there. Do you need assistance?” Mary asked through my earpiece.

We probably did, but the last thing I wanted was the doctor or my injured fiancée to be running around the outpost, looking for our missing hybrid.

“We got this. Whatever happens, don’t let that ship get away.”

“Affirmative,” came the stiff reply.

The outpost had wide corridors, probably enough room for three of the large aliens to walk side by side, and the ceilings were at least ten feet. The sound of a sliding door down the hall caused my heart to race, and I slowly moved toward it, firmly holding my rifle. The door was closed, and I stepped forward, letting it slide open as I moved to the side, trying to catch a glimpse of what was inside. It looked like a classroom of some sort, but I didn’t see anyone inside from that quick glance.

This time, I raised the rifle, moving through the entrance, spinning to the left and then to the right, before suddenly getting kicked in the knee as Mae came into view from the near corner of the room. My blaster went off, hitting the ground in a smoldering beam.

“Mae, listen,” I tried to say before getting kicked in the stomach. I was down on the ground in an instant, knee aching and breath torn from my lungs.

“No, you listen.” She kicked my gun away, stepping on my hand. It pinned my fingers and palm against the cold hard metal grate floor. “I came here to help you. To tell them you were all gone, dead in the war with the Kraski. This would have bought you a few years. You could have moved to Proxima. But you came here and killed them!”

Anger coursed through me. So she did know them and had left us to meet with them. It all sounded like lies over lies, and if there was a truth left in the story, it was so convoluted and buried, it would be almost impossible to uncover.

“Mae, I believe you,” I lied, hoping she would get off my pained hand. Her foot pressure lessened, and my training from Slate took over. I lifted her foot with all my strength, sending her small frame back a yard while I quickly got to my feet.

She wasn’t holding a weapon, probably not expecting a fight when she’d landed on the Bhlat outpost. We both eyed my rifle on the ground a few feet away, and when she lunged for it, I made my move. I swung my leg toward her body, connecting to her side, sending her sprawling away. She still managed to grip the barrel of the rifle, and while she tried to turn it around at me, I covered the distance and grabbed the rifle as well. We struggled with each other, her back on the ground, me bent over her.

Her injuries had healed nicely. “We found out your injuries at the base on Earth were fake. How did you do it? Hit yourself with a two-by-four?”

“It was the only way to ensure you guys left. I didn’t know where the base and ships were being held, and they would never tell a hybrid. I did it all for your kind. I did it for you.” The last words hung in the air as we struggled for the weapon. She tried to kick out, but Slate had taught me how to prevent that when grappling. The wind was starting to lessen from her sails.

“For me?” Realization came over me. “If you lied about Leslie and Terrance, and needed to find the base… then… it was you.” I couldn’t believe it. I fought in my mind, looking at the face of my close friend Mae, the woman who wore my dead wife’s expression as she started to cry. “You killed that guard Clendening and the other one in the garage.” Images of Clendening, sticky red blood soaked into his bed, and the bloated face of the woman hanging in the office nearly caused me to vomit on Mae right there.

“I had to. It was the only way for you to focus on them. I knew they were making a move to get off-planet. I knew everything that happened at that damned prison in Long Island.”

It all made sense. They just wanted to get to a ship to see if Kareem would take them in, and Mae used it against us, used our hatred of hybrids to fuel their capture, even though they wanted to get caught. They fed off each other, even if the pair hadn’t known it.

“You had to kill them in cold blood?” I asked.

“The ends justify the means. Just look around down the hall at all the innocent Bhlat you killed. Or the race of Kraski you ended to protect your own. We’ve both done terrible things, Dean, but I did them for you.”

She stopped struggling then, letting me take the rifle from her. She was right, but I still didn’t put those in the same category. I supposed it was a matter of perspective.

Mae looked so small on the floor as I raised the pulse rifle. She was far from helpless.

“You killed those guards to perpetuate our hatred, so we would follow them when they escaped?”

She nodded.

“And then made us think they assaulted you as they escaped? Did you have anything to do with them getting out?”

She nodded again. “They didn’t know it was me, though.”

“What were you doing here? For real? Why not just tell us you knew them, and that you could help us? Didn’t you trust us? Didn’t you trust me?” I asked. Her eyes welled up with tears.

“You wouldn’t have believed my story. I was turned by them years ago. I had so much anger, and nowhere to focus it. The Bhlat didn’t ask for much. They offered me a place with them when it was all over, but they really just wanted information. The Kraski were just a nuisance to them, but they were intrigued by their cloning ability, and we hybrids were something of a legend to them. At first, I thought they would dissect me, or throw me in a lab, but they treated me with respect and honor. It was the first time anyone had shown me respect, knowing I was the hybrid of a dying race and a human. The whole mission sparked their interest.” Mae slid over, sitting up so her back was against the wall.

“Go on,” I said, gun still raised.

“I hated the Kraski.”

They had wronged the hybrids, creating them to sacrifice themselves to convince humans to shut down the Deltra Shield, but there had to be more to the story.

“I feel like I’m missing something.”

“You are, babycakes,” she said, tears falling down her face. The pet name Janine had called me when we first started dating, but seemed to grow away from, hit me like a brick wall. Why had Janine’s phrase for me been uttered by Mae?

Looking at her curled up in the dim room, hair in her face, tears streaming down her cheeks, I suddenly understood. The pulse rifle fell from my hands, clanging on the ground. I knelt before the crying woman, my own eyes watering without control at that point.

“It’s you,” I said, hardly believing it.

She nodded.

“How?”

I was holding her wet face in my hand. “They were pissed at me for choosing you instead of that beefed-up military guy. They almost killed us both, but I convinced them I was right in choosing you. They let me stay with you that first year. You proposed, and it was so sweet. One day I went for a run, and they picked me up, told me I was being replaced, and that I was now named Mae. No one was to know. I met the other Janine, and they beat me when I wouldn’t cooperate by telling them intel on you. I guess they had enough, because they gave her my clothes and sent my replacement back to you.”

I slumped to the floor, looking at the real Janine sitting on the floor of an alien outpost so far away from home. The dream from the other day flashed in my mind, and I recalled that day. I remembered how strange Janine had been for a few months after that day, and how I’d let it go because she’d always seemed distant and brooding. Now it all made sense. I married another hybrid, lived with her for years. Watched her die. I had loved that woman too, and I honestly think a part of her had loved me, but Mae was the real one. The woman I’d met at the Boathouse in Central Park so long ago, drinking Scotch with me under the twinkle lights late into the night. Choosing me to help their cause over the other guy. My life would have been a lot simpler without that night. Maybe I’d be dead… maybe everyone would be.

It was too much to take as the alarms around us rang, red lights flashing from the hall. “How is this possible?” I asked, slumping beside her on the floor.

Could we go back to Earth like this? How would we explain it to the others? How would I explain it to Mary?

“Dean, I’m sorry it all worked out like this. You can’t imagine my thoughts when I saw you fly through that door on the vessel ship last year. It was a sign. It gave me renewed hope, and I kept telling myself that you would recognize me, that you would tell me you were in love with me still. But then you were with Mary, and I stepped back,” she said. I thought of all the times Mae seemed down, in a dark mood, and it made even more sense.

I held her hand, squeezing her fingers just like I used to do, and she rested her head on my shoulder. I almost laughed at the insanity of it all. The woman I’d fallen in love with that night, so many years ago, wasn’t the same woman I’d married and watched die. She was beside me on a remote outpost of an alien race we hardly even knew.

“Do the Bhlat know what happened?” I asked her.

“About the humans? I talked with them right as I got here, but they didn’t communicate it out yet, as far as I know. They didn’t have time.”

“We go to the ship, blast this place to smithereens, go home, and pray they don’t come for us.”

“I don’t think they will. It sounded like they were in the middle of a serious galactic battle out there, a long way away. They have a dozen outposts like this set up to ensure they keep the bloodlines intact, just in case.” Mae seemed to know a lot about them. I looked at her, and suddenly found it hard to believe I hadn’t known she was really Janine. My Janine.

“Are you ready?” I asked, getting to my feet.

“How is this going to work? Will they take me back?” She took my hand and got up.

“We’ll tell them what you told me. You were going to sacrifice yourself to go to their outpost to tell them there was no point in worrying about the humans. You knew we wouldn’t go for it, so when you saw the opportunity, you took it.” It seemed like the truth, at least the version she’d given me.

“And what about the other part?” The question came with a look I’d seen many times that first year with Janine. A cute, coy look.

I loved Mary, but this complicated things. Every bit of me knew I was going to marry her, but having my first real love nearby wasn’t going to make travelling in close quarters an easy task.

“We tell her. It’s only fair,” I said. She didn’t press me on my feelings, and I was thankful.

“Thank you, Dean.”

“For what?”

“Just for being you.” She moved to the door, and I was about to transmit to the ship that I had Mae with me, and we were coming back.

Mae took a step through the room’s exit and into the hallway, taking the time to turn toward me and give me a small grin. Then she fell to the ground. My brain didn’t understand what was happening until I saw the pulse rifle wound through her uniform, blood spilling down the metallic floor grates.

“No!” I yelled, grabbing my rifle from the ground.

“Target down. I repeat, target down.” Slate’s voice echoed from my earpiece and down the hall.
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“Nick, get your ass down here, stat,” I called into my earpiece as I ran into the hallway. Kneeling at Mae’s body, I checked for a pulse, and felt a light heartbeat.

“You okay, Dean?” Slate asked, setting a hand on my shoulder.

I swiped it off with an aggressive elbow. “You son of a bitch. You didn’t have to shoot her!”

“What are you talking about? That was our mission. I saw the target and took her down.”

I stood up, lifting my head to look up in the soldier’s eyes. Grabbing his collar, I pushed him against the wall, which normally would have been impossible, but he seemed to let me.

“It was your mission, not mine! I never asked for any of this. I’m an accountant from a small upstate New York city!” I shoved him a few more times, and he stood there, allowing the barrage of yells and abuse.

Nick came running down the hall, a panicked look showing even through his helmet’s face mask. It was one thing to green-beam down somewhere for the first time, but he walked into a place with melted aliens on the floors, a shot hybrid beside us, and me screaming at Slate.

He moved past us, going quickly into trained doctor mode, and opened Mae’s uniform up, seeing the gaping wound in her stomach. He checked her pulse and looked up with wide eyes.

“I’m sorry. She’s dead,” he said, his voice small.

“She had a pulse. Revive her!” I yelled at him now.

He shook his head. “There’s nothing I can do for this.” His eyes went from me to the deadly wound.

Mary’s voice came through my earpiece, and I couldn’t even comprehend the words. I was surrounded by death once again, and by all accounts, there was no one to blame but myself.

_____________

“I’m sorry, Dean.” Mary sat on the edge of the bunk where I lay curled under the blankets. Two days had passed since the outpost adventure, and I still felt like a mess. Slowly the fog was lifting, and like anything, I knew the pain would eventually dull and pile on top of the rest of my life’s memories, both good and bad.

I turned, looking her in the eyes. “Thank you.” I had told her everything that transpired between me and Mae. She went on the emotional rollercoaster alongside me, as I talked then, and I was so happy she understood. We shared a bond; we had both married a hybrid and were in very similar mental states about it. Only she had never felt like Bob was truly in love with her, especially after learning the truth of their motives.

“We’ve downloaded everything from their computer databases that we could. I imagine we’ll learn all we ever wanted to know about the Bhlat with it.” Mary slid her uniform off and slipped into the bed with me. Her body was cool against my warm, blanket-covered chest.

“All the explosives are in place. We can blast them and erase all the evidence we were here. I don’t see how they could track any of this back to us. Clare’s good to bring the Kraski ship back?” I asked. We’d discussed blowing it up with the rest of the outpost, and their ships, but decided it was a valuable resource we shouldn’t part with if possible.

Mary was face to face with me, her breath sweet and fresh as she spoke. “She is. Slate will go with her.”

At the mention of the soldier, I closed my eyes, seeing Mae fall to the ground. I couldn’t stop seeing it.

“That’s good. Probably for the best,” I said. “If we’re here, who’s setting the explosives off?”

As if on cue, Clare’s voice came from the speakers on the wall. “Are you guys coming for the show?”

“Just video-record it. We’re busy,” Mary said, and we heard the line of communication close with a beep.

“We are?” I asked.

Instead of answering with words, her lips found mine, and soon I saw there were ways to find happiness still in the midst of so much loss.

_____________

“And how is Slate going to fly the ship by himself?” Mary asked Clare. We were standing on the bridge, all in uniform, even though I wished I could be wearing anything but the Earth Defense badge at that moment.

Clare shrugged. “He said he could handle it. I imagine he has some military stims or something. The ship does have somewhat of an autopilot when we’re in FTL and not needed to maneuver. Plus, he’s really cranky.” Her eyes locked with mine for a brief moment before she looked back to Mary.

“What about Nick?” I asked.

“What about me?” the doctor asked back.

“Couldn’t you go keep him company? It’s only a couple of weeks,” I said. As much anger as I felt at Slate for shooting Mae, I couldn’t really blame him.

“Let’s get through the first wormhole and convince him to take Nick or Clare on board.” Mary’s idea was a good one.

Mary sat at the helm and communicated over to Slate that we were leaving. Slate was already in the Kraski ship alone, having flown it into space before detonating the explosives below. I looked to the images where the Bhlat outpost once sat, and it was nothing more than rubble and small craters.

The wormhole wasn’t far, so we didn’t hop in FTL like we had to beat Mae only hours before. Only hours. I couldn’t believe it. It felt like a week had passed since we’d approached the outpost. We all sat on the bridge, our task done, but somehow, I couldn’t help but feel like we hadn’t accomplished much. We’d found out what the hybrids were up to. I learned that Mae was the one to kill those guards in cold blood and realized that Mae was right. There was no coming back for her after that, unless we lied about it, and by doing that, we would have pinned it on Leslie and Terrance, who would never have their voices heard for the hybrids.

I wondered if President Dalhousie would let the hybrids leave. I hoped for their sake she would. They had been through so much. Created to deceive humans, then asked to sacrifice themselves and fly into the sun with vessels full of billions of us. Now we kept them in a cage, pretending everything was normal. It wasn’t. If she didn’t let them leave, I was going to make it happen.

“We’re here,” Mary said, slowly flying us to the wormhole.

“Wait, what is that? I asked, seeing a yellow icon appear on the map. It was nothing more than a glowing circle, moving quickly toward us.

“Slate, we have incoming,” I said through the ship’s comm-link.

“I see that, boss. I don’t expect it to be a welcoming party. You guys head into the wormhole and stick to the plan. I’ll hold them off.” Slate’s voice was grim.

“We can’t do that. We’ve already lost one of our own.” I wished I could take the words back as soon as I said them.

Mary zoomed on the approaching ship, and it matched the ones parked at the outpost. Probably a Bhlat ship on a supply run. They may have gone home to find everything gone, and now they would be seeking revenge.

“Just do it.” Slate’s ship veered off from our path to the wormhole as he attempted to take the Kraski ship away and lead the Bhlat with him. We were almost invisible to their eyes, but we didn’t know much about their sensors. Since we’d been able to sneak onto their outpost without them knowing, we most likely would be safe hiding in plain sight from them.

“We have to help him!” Clare yelled.

I sat in the captain’s chair, my head aching fiercely. We could just leave, go through the wormhole, and destroy it. If Slate survived, it would be a long trip home, but he would eventually make it. Years later.

If he survived.

“Dean, make the call,” Mary said, and I was almost surprised they were waiting on me to decide a man’s fate. As if I hadn’t had enough of that already.

We were survivors. I wouldn’t abandon the soldier. If I did, I was no better than our enemies.

“Follow them. We sneak up behind and give them a show. The Bhlat won’t know what hit them.” I was done feeling sorry for them, or myself. I just wanted to get my friends home, and away from this new threat.

Nick paled to the right of me as Mary swung us around, racing after the two blinking icons on our map.

We could finally see them in the viewscreen as they darted around, Slate trying to lead them on a wild goose chase away from us.

“Slate, we’re on their ass.” I stood watching the boxier Bhlat ship fly after the sleek silver ship Slate was racing away in.

“You had your window to leave!” He sounded angry with us.

“Just work with us, and we can be on the other side of that wormhole in time for lunch,” Mary said calmly.

I hopped to the console next to Mary and took control of the weapons. We hadn’t tested the new ones yet, but Slate had gone over them with us a few times, and I’d done well in the training programs.

“Slate, slow down,” Mary said. As soon as he did, yellow fire erupted from the Bhlat ship at him, narrowly missing him.

“They’re hostile.” I could almost hear his grin.

“You think?” I asked.

“Loop around behind us. I’m going to thrust facing up, and we’ll blast the hell out of them.” Mary had her Air Force persona on now.

Slate’s ship did just that, and we saw him fly over our viewscreen, quickly followed by a firing Bhlat ship. It was my turn. I aimed, letting the computer calculate their trajectory, and then fired the pulse gun. Red beams shot out, one hitting the ship. It kept flying, the small explosion not slowing it.

“I think you angered them,” Clare whispered as we saw their volley of fire increase, and one hit the Kraski ship Slate was trying to maneuver.

“They know I’m not alone now,” Slate said. “My shields handled that blast, but I don’t think they can handle any more.”

Their attention shifted toward our position, and though they couldn’t see us, it didn’t stop them from firing at will in our direction. Mary swept us away, avoiding the barrage.

“Wait for it,” she said, spinning us around the hard-edged enemy ship. They were still firing, nearly hitting our ship. My eyes darted to the viewscreen, where I could see the icon of Slate coming up above them. He blasted a red rain of fire on them just as I shot a combination of the pulse guns and torpedo, Mary racing away to avoid any crossfire.

The Bhlat ship took the barrage, and for a split second, I thought they might have survived it, before they exploded, the flames quickly disappearing in the oxygen-deprived vacuum of space.

“Woohoo!” Nick shouted, jumping from his seat.

“Let’s not celebrate too quickly. We need to get the hell out of here in case there’s more of them around,” I said.

“I agree,” we heard from Slate on the comm-link, “and thanks for coming back for me.”

“Anytime,” I replied.

We made our way back to the wormhole, this time not lingering at it.

“Everyone belted in this time?” Mary asked. When no one answered, she moved us forward.

“Slate, see you on the other side.” This from me.

“You got it, boss.”

We were off, travelling through the fold once again. We jostled around hard, but we were expecting it, and the trip didn’t feel quite as bad. Moments later, we were through, Slate following closely behind. I breathed a sigh of relief.

“We know what we have to do,” Clare said, keying in the locations of the sensors we’d found on the way the other way.

“Targeting,” I said, seeing the crosshairs of the pulse gun over the zoomed in wormhole stabilizers. “Slate, let’s blast this and get away.”

“We have no idea what kind of reaction we’re in for by destabilizing this. Best to err on the side of caution.” Clare was right.

“Three, two, one.” I fired two rounds, one after the other, and was rewarded with tiny twin explosions. Mary engaged the thrusters, and I changed the viewscreen to show the wormhole behind us. Flashes of light sparked inside it, and seconds later, it was gone. No explosion, no cataclysmic event, just vanished from space.

“That was anticlimactic,” Mary said, grinning at me.

I got up, set my hands on her shoulders, and leaned down to talk into her ear. “We did it. Let’s go home.”

Home. A place in disarray, under threat of aliens and ourselves. I suddenly missed Carey very much, wishing the small wiggly dog was with us. Magnus would be taking great care of him, but who knew what happened to them? I couldn’t wait to get back and see if there was word on their trip.

Mary leaned back, kissing me quickly.

“Home sounds good.”
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“Who’s ready for my galaxy-famous egg skillet?” Nick asked.

“By galaxy-famous, you mean that mix of boxed egg whites and rehydrated potatoes?” Clare threw a sugar cube at him, which he deftly caught.

“Breakfast sounds amazing.” Mary was in a good mood, and I found myself being so thankful for her around. Without her, I would be spiraling down an alley of despair. I was so in love with her, and what Mae had said didn’t change that. But the fact the real Janine had been with me, ever since finding Mae on that lone vessel last year, had thrown me for a loop. I couldn’t believe she was gone… again.

“Wait, if you’re here, and I’m here, and…,” I said, and it was my turn to take a sugar cube on the head.

“That joke was old last week,” Mary said. We had the autopilot on and would be arriving at the first wormhole the next day.

“Do we shut it down?” Nick asked the question we’d been wondering since we started the trip home.

“If we do, the hybrids are going to have a hell of a trip to the planet Leslie and Terrance are on. If we don’t, we leave a back door open into our solar system,” I said. “My vote is leaving it, and letting the government make the call. They can get back out here to shut it down if they decide to.”

“Slate agreed with that. He’s a soldier who wants to follow orders, not make decisions. So that leaves us,” Mary said.

“I vote leave it.” This from Nick.

“Same.” Clare poured another coffee and offered the pot to me. I extended my cup, letting her fill it up.

“I guess we are unanimous, the wormhole stays.” Mary grabbed a plate of food from Nick, and we all seemed glad to be so close to returning.

So much had happened in the few weeks since we’d left. The universe was huge, and our part in it so small, but I was more thankful for what we had then ever.

“Where will you guys go when we get home?” I asked.

Clare fiddled with her food. “I’m going to go get a fat burger and a beer from this place in Albuquerque. It was open long before the Event, and my dad used to take us there when we’d visit our grandma every summer. I miss them all so much. So I go there, eat a burger, drink a beer, and remember my dad’s laughter, and my brother whining about wanting no onions. I wish I could hear him whining about them again.”

“I’ll go with you. I have a great whining voice,” Nick said, his joke cutting the tension at just the right time.

Clare looked at him solemnly, before bursting out in a loud laugh we hadn’t heard from her before. Eggs spilled out of her mouth, and a snort or two followed, causing more laughter. Soon we were all red in the face, tears filling our eyes for no reason but happiness.

_____________

Earth was so close I could almost smell it.

I zoomed in and could finally see the planet in all its beautiful glory.

“Wait. What is that?” Mary asked, pointing to the viewscreen as we raced toward our home. We were all anxious to be back, to set foot on the green grass and take a deep breath of good old American air.

I looked where she was pointing and saw what she meant.

“It looks like a station.” My heart jumped in my chest. Had Earth been invaded while we were gone?

“Slate, stay back for a moment. We can hide, but you can’t.”

“Affirmative, boss,” he replied from the comm-link speaker. His icon slowed and pulled away, heading back the way we’d come from. “Be careful.”

“Let’s come around slowly,” I suggested, and Mary nodded along.

The minutes went by slowly, none of us speaking for fear we would jinx something. Maybe if we blinked, the station would be gone, and everything would be back to normal when we landed. Instead, we saw the picture more clearly the nearer we got.

It was a space station of an intricate design. Ships much like ours hovered nearby, their cloaking not activated. No one seemed to be frantic, so it didn’t seem like a battle was happening.

“What’s happening?” Clare stood at the front of the bridge, touching the viewscreen with her right palm.

“Something tells me they’ve made some changes,” I said.

“In two months?” she retorted.

“What do we do?” Mary asked.

Before I could suggest anything, our radio silence ended. “Identify yourselves, unmarked cloaked ship.” The voice was tense, but in English, and not alien. That was a good sign.

“What’s going on? Can we speak with Dalhousie?” I asked, trying to add authority to my voice.

“Dalhousie? I repeat, identify yourselves.” The voice was getting angrier.

“We’re members of the Earth Defense Unit. Dean Parker here.”

Silence greeted us from the other end of the comm. Mary looked at me and I just shrugged.

“Did you say Dean Parker? What kind of BS is this?” a different voice asked.

“This isn’t bull. I’m Dean Parker, we were sent on a mission by General Heart just before they left. We’re back.”

“That’s impossible,” the voice said. “You’d better come and dock. We need to talk. Ask for Chen.”

“Do we trust this?” I asked, hoping Mary would have a gut feeling about it.

“What choice do we have? Leave?” she asked. Clare’s eyes widened at this.

“Slate, we’re going to find out what’s happening. It looks like the station is Earth’s. You want to join us?” I asked.

“Be right there, boss.”

We waited for him to arrive, and we disengaged our cloaking tech. Together we flew toward the large station, and instructions for docking were sent to our consoles. Things had changed here. But how had they done it so fast?

The station’s outer ring was circular, and not far off the design of the Deltra one we’d first seen the Bhlat on a few weeks ago. The same type of wheel was spinning, and that meant gravity. In the center of it were three huge uniform sections, channels leading between them. This place was bigger than I’d thought when we first laid eyes on it, at least four times the size of the Deltra station.

Behind, or underneath, depending on your perspective, a large hangar sat, a one-way force field letting us in but maintaining pressure. It was quite the feat. A dozen ships like ours sat there, empty.

“Dean, my gut’s telling me something’s wrong,” Mary whispered in my ear. I glanced at Nick, who was staring out the viewscreen with his jaw dropped just enough to look comical.

“We’ll soon find out.”

It had been quite some time since we’d used the ramp to walk off the ship, and my legs were anxious to be off the moving vessel. I led the way toward the storage area, hitting the ramp trigger, and it lowered to reveal two men in a uniform not too far from ours. If ours was an Earth Defense uniform, these were the two-point-oh version. Where ours were gray, they wore black, with a new logo featuring a blue planet, EDU stitched underneath.

I raised an eyebrow to Mary and she looked down at our uniforms, me feeling a little out of place suddenly.

The two guards were young, one man and one woman. We walked down the metal ramp, and they stood there watching us with wide eyes.

“It is you,” the brown-haired man said, hardly audible in the large hangar.

“And you’re you.” I stuck my hand out, shaking both of theirs, one after the other. The rest of our group followed suit, and we learned these two were Haley and Devon.

“The Hero of Earth. I had your poster on my wall,” Devon said.

Poster? “Wait, what?” I stammered.

Slate’s ship settled down across the hangar, and he beamed out of it. Quite the show. His long strides allowed him to cross the distance quickly.

He smiled at the others, the girls hugging the big guy, and Nick gave him a playful punch in the shoulder. He didn’t look me in the eyes, but he said, “I’m sorry, boss.”

I turned to stand right in front of him. “I don’t blame you for anything. Let’s see what all this is about.”

“General Chen wants to see you. Follow us,” Haley said, turning on her heel to walk us away from the hangar.

Nick and Clare walked just behind Mary and me, Slate bringing up the rear. Soon we left through a large doorway and were in a hall with what looked like polished concrete floors and composite walls. Definitely more style to it than the Deltra station we’d seen.

Other uniformed people walked by, some ignoring us, some openly staring. I just smiled at them all, wondering what the hell was going on.

“Right this way,” Devon said, his arm suggesting we walk into a room without him.

“Thanks, you two,” Mary said to the young guards.

We stepped forward, the doors sliding to the side with a soft hiss. The room we entered was a large office, and an older man sat behind a black marble table in the middle of the space, chairs placed all around with room to seat twenty or so.

He motioned us in, standing up and walking toward us with a big smile across his lined face. “If someone had told me the five of you would be showing up on my doorstep, I’d have bet my life it would never happen. Shows what I know.”

“Who are you?” I asked, apparently breaching some protocol, judging by his surprise at my question.

He looked serious, then started to laugh. “I’m General Chen. William Chen. I suppose you’re curious just why we have a station here, and how so much has changed since you left.”

“What we don’t understand is how you did all of this in such a short period of time,” Clare said.

He laughed again. “Yes, I suppose seven years is a quick turnaround to build this, but with the new technology, and the world working together for it, we had it operational in five.”

My stomach flipped. The room was suddenly far too warm as my pulse raced. Deep breath, deep breath. Clare flopped onto a chair, her face drooping, tears falling down her face. Slate stood as stone-faced as his namesake, and Mary looked far too calm as well. Nick just seemed confused by it.

“Are you telling us we’ve been gone for seven years?” Nick asked, sliding into the seat beside Clare and putting an arm around her shoulders.

“That’s right. We have a lot to discuss. What of the hybrids?” he asked, and finally looked around as if realizing someone was missing. “Mae?”

I shook my head, to which he nodded, understanding what I meant by that.

“Before we get into this, what’s happening down there? Are we under any new threats?” Mary took over.

“None we haven’t faced before. Watch.” He hit a button on the table and a projector lowered, flashing a video on the white wall at the left end of the room. He motioned for us to have a seat; someone came in, bringing waters and coffee. It was like being at a meeting with one of my larger clients. If a bar graph showing projected sales had been brought out on a slideshow, I wouldn’t have been surprised.

I took a sip of black coffee while the video started. It was news coverage, dated at the bottom. Within six months of us leaving, and the colony ship with Magnus, Nat, and Carey also gone, the world was in turmoil. China teamed up with the US and other world powers, and they forced a treaty on the rest of the world. Most joined without complaint. Others fought it. Images of the dead in the Middle East flashed on the screen, and I watched, not letting myself look away. In the meantime, a second wave of colonists was sent, about a million in total.

Two years later, the world was in a much better place, though still assaulted by the odd threat or bombing. Eventually, they became less and less, the penalties harsh to anyone not playing their part in world peace. We saw a speech by Dalhousie five years after we left, saying anyone could go to Proxima with the third wave, which would be a whole fleet of vessels if needed. She looked older than she had, tired. Her voice had lost the lift and hope, but her eyes still shone with pride.

The newscast showed us two dozen vessels leaving; over half of Earth’s remaining population was heading for Proxima, which they were touting as Eden. Images of Eden overtook the screen and I was leaning so far forward, I nearly slipped off my chair. It was gorgeous. Lush grass covered rolling hills alongside crystal-clear lakes.

Mary reached over and grabbed my hand, squeezing it.

We saw the creation of the station, where exploratory ships docked and new technology was tested in space. It was a massive undertaking, and more than impressive in its vast scope.

A priest was interviewed in one segment, spouting out some new religion. It was a little off-putting, but he appeared to have a lot of support. A camera flew over fields all over the world, showing healthy crops. Stats of world hunger being under one percent crossed the screen. Poverty didn’t exist, everyone had access to clean water, and illness was way down.

“This is amazing,” Nick said, eyes gleaming as they showed some state-of-the-art hospitals around the world.

“No sign of the Bhlat?” I asked, looking for a reaction from Chen. He sloughed off the question with a wave of his hand, and I didn’t like that one bit.

“I still can’t believe you’re all here.”

A mural panned onto the screen, a reporter interviewing people on the anniversary of the Event. People were crying, remembering their losses. The mural was of Magnus, Natalia, Mary, and me. Of course, they’d left out the hybrid that helped us.

Then they talked about losing us on our wild goose chase of Leslie and Terrance. It was surreal to see people speculate on what had happened to us, and then debate on the value of us even going on that journey.

It was a barrage of information for missing seven years, but for the most part, I was impressed with the state of our new world. I was also happy to know the colony was doing well. Seven years. My pup Carey might not even be with us any longer, and if he was, he was an old man. I’d only had him for a year but felt like part of me was intertwined with him. That I lost that time to spend with him was heartbreaking.

“Do we have contact with the colony?” I asked.

“It takes about a month to relay the messages.”

I nodded, accepting this as reality.

“What do you think?” Chen asked, a glimmer in his eyes.

“I can’t wait to see one of those hospitals! You really found a way to reverse cancer cells?” Nick was almost dancing in excitement beside the table.

“They did. Once we dug deeper, we found so many things the Kraski didn’t even seem to think important any longer,” Chen said.

“Is Dalhousie still here?” I asked.

He shook his head slowly, before taking a sip of his coffee. “She left to New Spero, in Proxima, with the last wave of colonists. We have an elected world government. Valerie Naidoo from South Africa is in charge. World President Naidoo, if you will. Speaking of which, she’d like to have a meeting with all of you.”

Mary smiled at this, and I appreciated the forward evolution we’d taken. Leading this healing planet would be a lot of work, but they finally had the mindset and resources to do it.

“Now what can you tell me about your adventures?” Chen asked.

I started in on our planned story. Meanwhile, our ship was translating the data we’d found on the Bhlat outpost.


TWENTY-SIX

The wheat fields stretched for miles in the remote South African meeting place. As we’d lowered to the Earth, I couldn’t help but feel how different it was on our planet. The air felt cleaner, and even though our technology had vastly improved, there was something that made me feel like we’d stepped back into a simpler time. Food, shelter, happiness for everyone. It was a mantra I could get behind. I looked and made sure Nick had the ring I’d brought along on his finger, turned inward so the green gem wasn’t visible. Slate had an earring on him, though I couldn’t see it. Clare was staying in the ship.

“Quite the place,” Mary said as she landed the ship on a dirt pad. A building stood a short way away, and three Jeeps sat parked beside it. “You sure all this is necessary?”

“Looks like this is a low-key meeting. We’re survivors, and we didn’t make it this far by being naïve.”

Mary rolled her eyes at that. “Well, maybe at first we were a little naïve.” My pointer and thumb separated about an inch, and she laughed at this.

“Watch your backs,” Slate said, giving us a hard look.

“Don’t be so paranoid, we’ll be fine,” Nick said, clapping him on the shoulder.

The air was warm… dry.

“Greetings, heroes.” A woman waved to us from the building’s front door. I recognized her from the pictures Chen had shown us: hair cut short, smooth skin showing a youthful strong woman leading the world.

Mary waved back, and we crossed the space. Guards became visible.

“Beautiful earrings,” I said to Mary. “They look as fetching as ever.” She laughed it off, never quite agreeing with my over-concern, but still playing along. My own green pendant sat against my chest, cool in the heat.

Before we were in earshot, I tapped my earpiece. “Clare, be ready on my mark. If this goes south, and my instincts are leaning that way, execute the plan.”

“Done. I just hope you’re wrong,” she replied.

I patted my breast pocket, feeling a small circular lump sitting over my heart.

The guards weren’t wearing the EDU uniforms we’d seen in the station above Earth. Instead, they were more classic military. They had strange-looking semi-automatics, which I imagined had both bullets and pulse power behind them. I smiled at them and got no expression in return.

“We’re so glad to have you here,” the World President said, sticking her hand out to shake ours. Mary shook it first and said some pleasantry or another. I didn’t quite hear it as I scoped out the area. A tower a few hundred yards away looked to be housing another guard.

When it was my turn to shake, I was surprised by the sweaty palm I found. I just smiled. “It’s a real pleasure to meet the woman who controls it all.”

“Oh, I don’t control much, but I facilitate our leaders, and it’s been working well so far. Please, come in.” She had a slight accent; probably grew up in a South African private school.

The building was squat and square, most likely built just for this type of off-the-radar clandestine meeting. The inside was plain, a large room with what appeared to be a couple of offices and bunk rooms at the far end, washrooms to the right.

“Can we get you anything?” she asked, glancing at Mary’s ears.

I pointed up. “Chen took good care of us up there.”

“Of course. General Chen is nothing but the best we have. He takes great pride in that station, and I don’t blame him.” She stood straight, poised.

“You wanted to see us?” Mary asked.

“Yes. You’re heroes, and Heart sent you away on some mission seven years ago. Everyone on this planet wanted to know what happened to you, and here you are. It’s a miracle.”

“Look, if you need us to do a press conference or something, I think we’re done with that sort of thing,” I said.

She waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Don’t be silly. We just want to know what happened to you.”

“Apparently, flying through wormholes that take you thousands of light years away causes some time loss. Who’d have known?” I tried to laugh it off, but her face took a serious tone. “All this time, and no word from these Bhlat, huh? Thank God, because they look like some bad dudes.”

This got her attention. “Look?”

“Yeah, they’re huge. Big square ships, thick body armor.” I puffed up my chest in a display of size, and Slate grinned at me.

Her eyes moved to my chest. “No, we haven’t had word from them.”

“Really? That’s not what Chen tells me.”

She gave it away right then. My instincts paid off. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. If they’ve contacted us, I know nothing of it.”

But guards were already coming into the room, pulse rifles held up to their chests.

“Don’t make a deal with them. They’re not friendly. We have a drive with information from an outpost database. They’ve mined over one hundred planets, on sixty-three of which they either enslaved or killed entire races. The Kraski were one of the smarter ones, and they got away before the big fight.” We’d learned a lot, since we’d told Chen a mostly made-up story of our trip.

“Never mind. Give me the drive, and give me that,” she said, pointing to my pocket. If she knew what it was, she had been speaking to them for sure, but how had that information made its way to her already? Unless they had some schematics of a similar weapon on one of the few Deltra ships, or from a turned hybrid. In my mind’s eye, I saw someone with Bob’s face hanging from chains on a wall as the details were ripped from him at the same time as his skin.

The guards were getting closer, and we backed away. “We aren’t here to cause any trouble. Just hear us out. You can’t negotiate with them. The facts are there.”

“Do you think I got to be the president of Earth by being stupid? I’ll make the decision that is best for myself, and for humanity, and if that means cutting a deal with an alien race, then so be it.”

“Fine, here it is.” I tossed the device at her, and she let it slip from her fingers, the metal circle clanging to the floor.

I tapped my earpiece as the guards raised their rifles. “Clare, now!” I called, and the building shook as our ship hovered over it. Green beams entered the building, lifting the five guards and Naidoo. As Clare flew the ship away, they lifted in the beam, and I saw the guard in the tower looking on in confusion as we ran outside. He didn’t know what to do and knew his firing at the ship would be fruitless.

“Dropping them,” Clare said in my earpiece. Half a mile away, we saw the beam turn off, and the ship rushed back to us. The ramp was lowering even before the ship stopped, and we jumped the three feet up onto the metal grate, letting it shut once all four of us were inside.

“What a rush!” Nick said.

“I would have preferred to overthrow that woman,” Slate said matter-of-factly.

“This isn’t our world any longer,” I said, feeling it through and through.

“Were they going to kill us?” Nick asked.

I didn’t know, but the chances were high. Naidoo might have even used us as bargaining chips in her negotiation.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry, guys, but we can’t stay here.” Mary walked the closed ramp, and into the storage area.

We made our way to the bridge, where Clare greeted us with a big smile. “Oh my God, that was exciting!”

“More like terrifying. We could have died. It was awesome.” Nick was turning into a regular adrenaline junkie.

I flipped the viewscreen to show behind us as we raced away through the atmosphere and kept going. No ships followed us that we could see, and I flipped on the cloaking from the console. “Slate, thank God you knew about that jamming signal unit in our supplies.” I checked and found the real Deltra device where I’d left it on the bridge. The one I’d left down there was comprised of spare parts from the engineering room,

“Yeah, should be a while before they realize why their radio communication isn’t working,” he laughed.

We bristled with hope and energy, but quickly grew sober at the ramifications. Earth housed just under two billion people, and they were all under a direct threat now.

“What are we going to do?” Clare asked, the jovial moment over.

“We go home,” Mary said, holding my hand, “to our new world.”

“Set course for New Spero,” I said. We’d survived another day.
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ONE

The familiar hum of the FTL drive stopped as Mary pulled us out of hyperdrive. I was mentally prepared, but after traveling across our system toward Proxima for the last two months, the smallest noise difference caught me off-guard.

“Scan the area,” I said, and Slate went to work on his console, looking for anything that would show up on our sensors. We’d elected to pull up short of the colony planet, in case there were any surprises waiting for us. If the Bhlat were there, or some other complication cropped up, we wanted to be aware of it before we were detected. “Stay cloaked.”

We were at least six hours away, at our in-system speed: a stroll into our new home to get our bearings of the area.

“Slate, you’re telling us that all the press about Proxima b being inhabitable was a lie?” Clare asked once again.

The big man nodded. “General Heart said it was a backup plan. We had probes sent to all the corners of space we could.”

“Where’d they get that technology?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Beats me. I don’t think the general NASA employees knew about them.”

A shiver ran down my spine. Government conspiracies about space were nothing new, but FTL satellite probes being sent to the far reaches of the universe? That sounded suspiciously like alien technology to me.

“The stories about the atmosphere being too weak to sustain human life?” Clare prompted.

“I don’t know much; I’m just a soldier. Heart said it was a bunch of bull set up between the leaders of the science community and the governments. They had top-secret meetings about all sorts of things: Mars colonies, liveable stations, Proxima, and countless others,” Slate said, still scanning the area, this time casting his net wider as he zoomed out on his console’s map.

“They’ve made elaborate space stations, but not without help from our Kraski databases. I wonder how they expected to do them prior to the Event?” Clare asked, ever curious about anything to do with engineering.

I sank back into my chair, seeing the back of Mary’s head at the helm as she guided us through the system. The viewscreen showed us nothing but space. Proxima’s star hung in the distance, a red-hot omen. A star can mean life or death. It depends how you use it. The old words from my father came to mind. Where he’d gotten that saying was beyond me, but he’d used the reference to tell me that not everything was black and white.

“The video we saw of New Spero looked like paradise,” Nick said, walking onto the bridge, holding a cup of coffee. We were running low on a few supplies, but coffee was still prevalent. One of life’s small miracles.

“For all we know, that’s also a lie Earth’s telling. Maybe they didn’t even make it there.” I said the words but didn’t believe them. If Magnus, Natalia, and Carey hadn’t made it there, I had no idea what we would do. They were the goal at the end of the journey, and I hoped they were still there with open arms. It had only been a few months for us, but I missed them fiercely, especially my little furry buddy. Seven years for them. A lot could change in seven years.

“Then it’s a good thing we’re sneaking in,” Slate said. His vote had been for stealth, and I had to agree. To fly straight into a potential trap would be foolish.

“Maybe we should have tried to contact them,” Mary said.

“We discussed this. If New Spero is there, General Chen and President Naidoo would have told them of our arrival. And I suspect it wasn’t a message to greet us with medals.” I stood up and started to pace around the bridge. It felt good to get some blood flowing through my body. I could almost feel the hybrid plasma still inside me. Mae’s blood… no. Janine’s blood. The urge to hit the onboard gym coursed through me, but instead, I strode back and forth like a caged animal at the zoo.

“Boss, sensors are picking up something,” Slate said as the lights started to flash red, a warning klaxon echoing in time with each flash.

I crossed the room to stand behind Slate, seeing a blip appear on the screen, then another, and another. Soon there were six of them surrounding us, each a few hundred kilometers away.

“Looks like we weren’t as sneaky as we thought. Any way to tell if they’re ours?” I asked, proud my voice didn’t convey the nerves I was really feeling.

Clare went to work on her console, and in less than ten seconds, she had an answer for me. “They’re not doing anything to hide their IDs. They aren’t in our database, but they’re using the same number format as our ship, and the ones from Earth’s base. They’re ours.”

“Can we contact them?” I asked.

“Message arriving. In audio,” Clare said.

“Uncloak the ship, deactivate your weapons, and follow along. Do not attempt to contact us. There is no negotiating this.” The message ended. Clare played it again.

“Do we know that voice?” I asked, trying to put a finger on it. It was a man’s voice, but the message was so monotone, the Deltras’ lack of inflection came to mind.

“It could be Heart,” Mary said. “Dean, are we going to obey?”

What choice did we have? Something felt off about the whole thing, but if we tried to run, where would we go – if they didn’t blow us to smithereens on the way out? “Do what they ask.”

She nodded and soon we were visible to the outside world, weapons off, and flying toward Proxima b, or as our people were calling it, New Spero. I only hoped our new world was a friendly one.

It was a nerve-racking hour later that they sent another message. We tried to stay calm and keep the speculation to a minimum, since we couldn’t control what was going to happen to us. The planet had come into view some time ago, and with every minute, it grew larger on our viewscreen. The message alert came as we spotted the station hovering in space over the planet. It was much smaller than the one near Earth, but along the same design.

“Play the message, please,” I said to Clare, who tapped the console, and we heard the same clipped-speech voice over the speakers.

“Follow the lead ship to dock. We’ve reached our destination.”

“I don’t like this,” Slate said. “If they led us planetside, I’d feel better about it. Up here, they can do anything to us, and no one down there” – he pointed to the floor – “would ever know.”

He made a good point. We didn’t have many options. Either we complied or we made a run for it, leaving the system or heading for the surface. Any of those options could get us killed. Mary looked at me, eyes hard, and there was only one real answer. “We follow them in. We haven’t done anything, and if this is the colony, like we think it is, they’ll know us and listen to our story.”

Slate’s eyes still burned, but he didn’t push his opinion any further.

“Going in.” Mary eased the ship behind them, and five minutes later, she was entering a docking station on the far bottom of the station.

Slate was heading for the storage room already. I knew what he was doing and wasn’t sure if I should stop him. I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath. What was the answer? I saw Mae fall, her wound instantly fatal, and Slate’s massive form there. Target down. I went after him.

“Slate, we can’t go in guns blazing,” I said, catching him strapping a pulse pistol to his calf.

“No, but we can be prepared for anything. Being prepared keeps us alive.”

I couldn’t argue with that. The rest of the crew made their way to the bay. Mary stood there, arms crossed and a frown creasing her forehead. “I’m with Slate. Let’s at least have something to give us a chance.”

I nodded solemnly. Even though they looked to me to lead them for some reason, I wasn’t a dictator, and they were probably right. “Small weapons. They’ll most likely take them from us anyway, but it can’t hurt to be cautious.” Everyone concealed some sort of weapon: me a knife, and even Nick, who used to be scared of handling a gun, pocketed a pistol with confidence. Two months on a small ship, and we were all trained and more fit than we’d ever been, thanks to time and Slate’s willingness to teach us.

“They’re waiting, I imagine,” Clare said, standing near the ramp. We hadn’t lowered it yet.

“Let’s make them wait another minute,” I said, suddenly feeling like we should have made a break for the planet. If they knew who we were, Dalhousie would have sent a greeting party instead of the curt messages and show of power.

It must have been five minutes before I nodded to Clare to hit the icon, lowering the ramp. She looked relieved as it sank to the floor of the hangar.

“I’ll go first,” I said, Mary holding my hand and walking up front with me. Slate stuck close behind, always on alert. We walked down the ramp, our boots clanging on the metal. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but it wasn’t what we found. At least twenty guards in black uniforms greeted us, and instead of handshakes and hugs, we had pulse rifles in our faces.

“Stand down,” I whispered to my crew through clenched teeth. I raised my hands in the air, and the rest of the team followed suit. “Who’s in charge here?” I asked the soldiers.

“I am,” a voice echoed from the far end of the room, but we couldn’t make out a face past all of the guns still pointed at us. Footsteps clinked on the floor, and in a minute, the guards were stepping out of the way, making a path for their leader. When he arrived, I was surprised to see I didn’t recognize the man. Seven years was long enough for a shift in power.

He stood there, not speaking as he silently assessed us. The man was wearing a suit, tie included, a fashion I didn’t expect us to hold on to on a colony planet. His black hair was slicked, and his dark pupils judged us through a squint. I instantly didn’t like him.

“Come with me,” he said, turning his back on us. No questions, no patting down, just an order; not that we had a choice, with twenty weapons pointed at us.

“What do you think?” I asked Slate behind me.

“We do what he says,” Slate replied softly, “for now.”

I stepped forward, and we followed the man, twenty feet behind him, until we were out of the hangar. From there, only three guards continued on the trip with us, the rest presumably staying behind to watch our ship. I had the urge to go back and raise our ship’s ramp, but I knew if they wanted in, they would get in.

The halls we were in were built to be corridors only; they were just metal studs and support beams, visible wiring running through them. Nick must have been dragging behind, because we heard a grunt from him, and I turned to see the rear guard shoving him with a gloved hand. This wasn’t what I’d expected our arrival at Earth’s first colony to look like.

Nick and I made eye contact, and I moved my head a bit to the side, to tell him to hurry and let it go. I’m not sure if it translated, but his gaze went to the ground and his feet sped up.

The lead guard stopped as their leader entered a sliding door to the right. I followed him in and found myself in a large open space, with tables and chairs like my university accounting classroom. It felt out of place here.

The man sat down at a table near the front of the room. It had stools all the way around it: one for each of us, and an extra. They hadn’t known how many of us there were. That might have been a good sign.

We each took a seat, with me closest to the man in the suit. It felt like five minutes before he spoke but was probably only thirty seconds. “Why did you come here?”

It was a simple question, but one that felt loaded in many different ways. “We came to see our friends.” The answer was short, but the truth.

He nodded to that. “And just who are your friends? We have a lot of people here on New Spero.”

“General Heart. President Dalhousie.” I almost smiled when I saw his eyes go wide at my reply, but I kept my composure. I was going to be a better poker player than him.

“Interesting choice of friends. Here’s what I do know. We received a message from World President Naidoo a while ago. Apparently, you threatened her and were in possession of a genocidal weapon. When confronted, you escaped and ran here.”

“Then did she tell you who we are?” Mary asked, obviously getting tired of this charade. I didn’t blame her.

He nodded once again, more slowly this time. “She did tell us who you claimed to be, but it’s impossible. Those Heroes of Earth are long dead. The Bhlat sent Naidoo video evidence. They attempted to attack an outpost of the Bhlat and were expunged from space for their efforts. That leaves me with some questions. Where did you get this ship? Did you steal it from the old base in America? Why take the most famous,” he paused, “or infamous people on Earth to imitate?”

I was getting tired of it too. “Listen here” – I motioned for him to say his name, but he didn’t – “fella. I don’t know what the Bhlat showed Naidoo, but it wasn’t us dying, and frankly, I don’t give a crap about your power trip, or whatever this is. Let me speak with General Heart or President Dalhousie, and let me speak to them now.” I tried to keep the anger out of my voice, but it was impossible to conceal.

“You keep saying those names, but I’m sorry to say, neither of them can help you now.”

“Then I want to talk to Magnus Svenson.” I said the name slowly.

He didn’t hesitate. “I’m afraid that’s not possible either.”

“Why? Why is that not possible?” Mary asked. “If you claim we aren’t the Heroes of Earth, then let’s bring the other two up here, and let them identify us.”

He shook his head. “I’m under orders to hold you for your crimes on Earth. Possession of alien weapons and conspiracy to murder the World President.”

I stood up, fists against the wooden tabletop. “Wait a minute! We did nothing of the sort. We went to talk, and she was ready to kill us for that alien weapon you talk about. She’s already in bed with the Bhlat, who’ll come and destroy every last person on Earth.”

“That’s what anyone would say to save their own skin.” His words were firm, but fear escaped his eyes. Hearing that she was working with the Bhlat probably sent some alarm bells ringing, especially after already knowing she had video from them. What was their arrangement? The man stood, and Slate moved between him and the doorway. The rest of the crew looked ready to spring into action, but I couldn’t let that happen yet. We were at a disadvantage.

“Let him go, Slate,” I said, the fury leaving me with each breath.

Slate stood firm, and the man had to go around him. I loved the power move by my large friend, but we weren’t in a position to intimidate either.

The door slid open, and I spotted a few guards out in the hall with weapons in hand. We were being quartered here for the time being.

“What the hell do we do now? Has this whole colony gone to shit?” I asked.

“Maybe there’s been a regime change, or,” Mary stood, “the station is run by that slimy man, and he’s in Naidoo’s pocket. That would allow them to control who arrives, or who leaves the colony, with the surface never knowing.”

It made sense. “I think you’re right. We need to get back to our ship and down to the planet.”

“How do we do that with all of these guards around?” Clare asked.

Slate had a twinkle in his eye as he came back to the table. “Do you all have your pins on?”

We each felt our collars, where the small metal pins sat that would lift us to the ship if needed. “It looks like we do,” Mary said.

“You know what that means, right?” Slate asked, and it clicked.

“But how will we have enough time? They have ships at the ready,” Mary said.

“Then we distract them. We have to get to the surface, and then we can straighten it all out,” I said, not fully believing my own words one hundred percent, but giving them a good chance. I looked around the space for signs of cameras or listening devices. They were undoubtedly watching us. I raised a finger to my lips in a “be quiet” gesture. We moved to the corner of the room that was most inhospitable. If any part of the room wasn’t bugged, it was that dark unfurnished corner.

The plan formed faster than I’d thought possible. We felt like a real crew at that moment.


TWO

“Come on, I have to use the bathroom!” Nick called to the guards on the other side of the door. It had only been an hour, but we weren’t going to sit around waiting for them to convince themselves to dispose of us.

Clare must have sensed that Nick wasn’t getting anywhere, so she went to join him. Maybe a woman in need would pull on their macho soldier hearts.

“Me too. I can’t go in here. Don’t you guys have any compassion?” she asked, layering in a thick sad tone to her voice.

After a minute or two, the door slid open, and a guard motioned for them to step through. It was tough to see, but even from across the room, I spotted the glint of the screw as Nick placed it at the base of the door, feigning tying up his shoe in front of the guards.

We hadn’t been counting on two of ours getting separated, but it was in motion now, and we couldn’t turn back. Slate was already moving for the door, which had slid shut but not all the way, as the six-inch-long screw stopped it from sealing so that it wasn’t locked. Clare had seen the blueprints on the original station plans, back on Earth at the base she’d spent a year working at. These doors had almost a faux lock; a precautionary thing for safety, not really meant to keep anyone in. Only prison cells would have the real locks that would alert someone if the door wasn’t sealed properly.

“Two guards, minimum, had to go with them. It looked like we only had three or four watching us, so I say we all go, swing the ship back, and grab the other two,” I said to Mary and Slate, the only others left in the room with me.

Slate nodded, gun already in his hand. I wished I’d seen this coming, because the knife in my grip didn’t give me the confidence a pulse pistol would have.

Slate stood at the door, three fingers raised. He lowered them one by one, and when his count was at zero, he gripped the handle and pulled it inward with a grunt. It slid open, and two guards were there, talking between themselves.

Before they could react, Mary was on one of them, disarming him and pointing her gun to his head. “Drop it,” she told the other one, and I bent down, picking up the pulse rifle from the ground.

“Do it!” I called to the last guard still holding his weapon. He lowered it, letting go, the metal clanging on the floor. “Mics,” I said, holding my left hand out. They looked at one another, and the smaller of the two took an earpiece out and set it in my hand. The other guy followed suit. “Thank you. So you know, we are the Heroes of Earth, and when this all shakes out, come down to the surface and I’ll buy you a beer.”

They looked at us, wide-eyed. “I told you it was them,” the smaller one said, grinning as we led them into the room we’d recently vacated.

Slate pulled the screw from the door jamb, and we left, locking them in.

“Let’s go before the other guards come back,” I said, wishing we had Clare and Nick with us. Even though we had a plan, leaving anyone behind was a chance I didn’t want to take.

We knew the way back, since we’d walked these very halls over an hour ago. Foot traffic was nonexistent; I wondered how many people lived on the station, and what exactly it was they did up here. I hoped I’d eventually learn the answer.

“This way,” Slate said as we heard footsteps coming from down the hall. We ducked into a side room, the door sliding shut as the steps reached us. We waited in the dark as the sound echoed away from us. My heart was hammering in my chest, and Mary had gripped my hand, a gesture of worry and comfort.

“Let’s go,” I said, heading back into the hall. The one good thing about function over fashion was that we could hear anyone coming from a hundred feet away on the metal floors. Twice more, we ducked into empty rooms before continuing on our way, soon making it back to the hangar. As we paused in the hall leading to the docking station, alarms blared loudly, getting the attention of the guards lingering inside the large room.

One of the guards held his hand to his earpiece, trying to hear commands over the noise, and he pointed to the door we were standing near. The three of us ran the other way, turning in time to see the guards from the hangar heading down the hall, toward the room we’d escaped from.

“Time to shine,” Mary said, rushing back to the hangar. There were only a couple guards left in the room, the rest likely sent to assist in searching for us. Mary ignored them and ran straight for our ship, which still had the ramp lowered. I followed her while Slate threw some covering fire at the guards’ feet and made for one of the other ships docked inside the hangar.

The guards didn’t even have time to fire back, which was a good thing. We had no intention of killing anyone today. They were doing what they were told, like any good soldiers.

Our feet clanged on the ramp, and I hit the button as I entered the storage area on our ship. Slate was still firing, and I caught a glimpse of green light emanating around him as he lifted into one of their ships. I still hadn’t seen a guard fire at us.

“Time to go!” I yelled as Mary ran to the bridge, firing up the engines.

Our viewscreen showed Slate’s ship leaving, erratically flying like a madman. We followed him out, and when he went left, we went right, back toward the middle of the station. It was only moments later that two ships came after us, but Slate was on them, firing at their shields, making more of a show of it than actually trying to harm them. It was enough of a distraction that the two ships focused on him rather than us.

“Come in, Clare,” I said after slipping my comm-device in my ear. The sound crackled, and as I thought they might not have been able to conceal the earpieces, her small voice came through.

“Dean, we’re down the hall in an office, about a hundred yards down from the room we were in. I can’t talk, they…” Her voice cut out.

“We’re coming now. Be ready.”

There was no reply as I told Mary the directions. When we thought we were above the section of the station they were in, I told Clare to activate the pins. The energy changed slightly in the room, and I ran to the storage room where the beam drive sat. Clare entered, and she was crying.

“They spotted it right before you came. Nick’s still down there,” she exclaimed.

“This complicates things,” I said, wondering if we should head to the surface now and hope we could deal with getting Nick back after. It might be the smartest move, but I hated the thought of leaving one of us behind. There were too many unknowns.

“That’s not going to matter, because you’re all going back,” a voice said, coming from the far side of the ship where the rooms sat. The black-haired man in the suit emerged from the dim hall, gun pointed at us, a sideways grin covering half his face.

The training Slate had engrained in us over the last few months took over, and I assessed the situation. For now, I would keep him talking.

“Find anything you like, or were you having a nap?” I asked, my voice level.

A flicker of annoyance passed his eyes before he smiled again. “Those quick to joke are covering their own insecurities.”

I wasn’t sure if he was quoting someone or just making up something stupid and irrelevant, but I played along.

“I heard that men who wear suits all the time are covering their own soft desk-job bodies.” I shrugged, and he raised his gun, this time pointing it at me.

“Dean, are we good?” Mary called through the ship’s intercom system.

“Tell her to join us back here,” the man ordered me.

I shook my head. “Why would I do that?”

He moved the gun to the side, firing at Clare, who saw it coming and rolled out of the way. “Because if you don’t, I’ll kill this one.” He fired again, but Clare was already pulling her own gun from the strap on her leg. She shot the man as his beam struck her in the arm.

It hit him in the leg, and he stumbled, dropping his gun. I lunged at him, tackling the shorter man to get him away from the weapon. Clare groaned but walked over to us, holding her pistol in her left hand.

“What’s going on back here?” Mary’s voice carried across the room.

“I’m dealing with a stowaway,” I said while getting off the man, leaving my knee on his chest.

Mary came to my side as the man cursed me, tears falling from his eyes. I wasn’t sure if it was from the pain or the humiliation.

“What are we going to do with him?” Clare asked, her voice grim.

“Collateral.” Mary and I got him to his feet, half-carrying him toward the bridge.

“You won’t get away with this!” he yelled, but I was beyond caring what this man said. I only wanted to get to the planet.

“Where’s the colony located?” I asked him as we entered the bridge. We half shoved him into the communications seat, and he almost slid out, his leg wound obviously painful. I took his tie from around his neck and used it as a tourniquet on his leg, cutting off the flow of blood. He screamed as I twisted it a little more than I needed to. “Where is it?”

“On the eastern coast of the largest ocean,” he said, head slinking down. He called out some coordinates, and Mary quickly moved us toward the planet.

“Clare, are you okay?” I asked, and she nodded, holding her arm.

“It’s just a flesh wound. I wish Nick were here to fix it,” she said, and I agreed.

“We’ll have him back sooner rather than later. I swear.” I hoped I could follow through with the promise.

The planet approached quickly through the viewscreen. It was a beautiful sight. Having followed the hybrids to another planet, and having seen Earth a few times from space, I knew I’d never grow tired of seeing a world from this vantage point. It was awe-inspiring.

Still, no ships followed us, and that meant Slate was up there causing all sorts of issues for them. I took a seat at the helm and checked the radar. Four ships followed a single one that was unpredictably flying away from the planet. I silently wished him luck as we entered New Spero’s atmosphere. The ship shook slightly, and then we were heading down toward the location our now-passed-out friend had given us.

The comm-device beeped, receiving a message. “This is NS-001. Your ship is untagged. Identify yourselves.”

Mary looked at me for guidance. “No point in hiding it. Take us in slowly.” I reached over to the console and tapped the reply icon. “NS-001, this is Dean Parker, Mary Lafontaine, and Clare LeBlanc coming at you from the past, requesting clearance to land this bird.”

There was a pause from the other end before a crisp message came back. “Dean Parker, we’re sending you the landing details. Over.”

Mary keyed them in, taking us over a desert landscape at five thousand feet, slowly descending as we neared the landing pad. The terrain changed as small mountains jutted out from the ground, the land growing greener as we went. Eventually, we were able to spot structures, and I let out a whistle. When I’d first thought of a colony, I pictured straw huts and campfires. I wasn’t prepared for the small city we saw.

There were no high-rises in sight, but a few multistory buildings popped up all over the area. A city full of residential areas, commerce, and agriculture was evident as we flew over it all. My heart pounded in my chest. We were here. New Spero.

The landing pad was a few thousand feet long. Dozens of different types of vessels sat idly, and we chose a slot as close to the outbuildings as we could. If we needed a fast escape, we wouldn’t have to traverse the long runway.

“How’s the readout?” I asked, knowing Clare was working on gathering data from the probes we’d shot as we entered the atmosphere.

“Perfect. It’s warm, like a spring day in California. Within two percent of Earth’s atmospheric blend. This is amazing.” She stared at the screen, her pain all but forgotten as the scientist in her took over.

The ship settled down. “We better bring him,” I said, indicating the groggy suited man in the chair. I tapped his cheek with my palm a few times. “Time to wake up,” I said, unsure of how our first steps on the colony planet would go. We might need him as a bartering chip.

Mary and I lifted him by the shoulders, mostly dragging him back to the bay, where Clare hit the ramp icon to lower it. “Remember, we’re survivors. Whatever we find down here, we’ll make it. Together.”

Mary smiled at me, blowing a kiss in front of the dead weight we were carrying around.

We stepped down the metal ramp, warm air blowing against us. I held a pistol in my right hand, Mary had one in her left, and Clare was in front of us, a pulse rifle raised and ready. I suddenly wished Slate was there with us.

We reached the ground, which was some sort of sandstone-like rock, a good place for a landing pad when you didn’t want to waste a large amount of concrete. No one was there to greet us.

“That was a little anti-climatic,” Clare said, lowering her rifle slightly and scanning the horizon.

We set the wounded man down, which gained a few groans from him. He needed medical attention; he had lost a lot of blood before I’d used the tie on his leg.

A slight hum came from the direction of a nearby warehouse. I spotted a cart, like the ones from the base on Earth, coming toward us.

“Get ready,” I said, holding my pistol up, ready to look for cover if I had to.

It closed in on us, and I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was Magnus. The cart stopped twenty yards away, and a woman in uniform stayed in the driver’s seat as my old friend came rushing toward us. Clare still held her gun up, and I called at her to stand down. She’d briefly known the man, but he did look different. She listened and stepped out of the way as Magnus came crashing into me, his wide arms crushing me in a bear hug.

“Dean, you son of a bitch! Oh my God, it is you!” He held me back, gripping my shoulders tight. I saw his face then, the youth from his thirties gone, wrinkles creased around his eyes as he smiled at me, gray lining his hair and stubble. Tears were streaming down his face, and I found myself crying too. “Mary! I can’t believe you guys are alive.” It was Mary’s turn to be picked up and swung around by Magnus, and she squealed, matching tear for tear with the big man.

“You have no idea how good it is to see you, Magnus,” Mary said, wiping her face with her free hand.

“Magnus, before we do anything, I need you to call up to the base and tell them to stop chasing our friend, and to take it easy on Nick.” I didn’t want to break up the reunion, but I couldn’t let anything happen to my new friends.

He looked at me, confused, before cluing in. “No problem. Laura, comm the station.” The woman had been within earshot, and soon we heard her convey our message.

“They said Andrews is missing,” she called back to him. Magnus’ gaze found purchase on the body slumped on the ground. “The ships are calling off their chase.”

“I think I found him,” he said, grinning at me like old times. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”


THREE

“Is he going to be okay?” Mary asked.

Magnus nodded. “He’s fine. Already up and walking. Modern medicine has changed a lot since we last saw each other.” He waved his arm in front of him. “Even in this backwater planet we call home.”

“I’d hardly call what you have here a backwater anything. It looks like paradise to me,” I said, following the man down the street. People walked by on the sidewalks, heading into different stores. They were labeled with basic names – clothing, grocery, seeds – and I couldn’t shake the feeling we were in some sort of science-fiction socialist regime. I wasn’t going to judge it, because under the right circumstances, it had every chance to thrive. The problem was, humans rarely allowed for the right circumstances.

“I know we’re going to wait to get to my house to really talk, but, guys, how is it you don’t look any older? What the hell happened out there?” Magnus asked, leading us past the stores.

“It’s a long story. One Nat’s going to want to hear too. How many people live here?” I asked. I had a general idea, because a lot of them had left Earth.

“This city? About half a million, but we’re spread out over two hundred square miles. We have places set up all across the world. Different things grow in different biomes, and we have each city manufacturing various supplies. That way, we can trade and keep everyone gainfully employed and productive. It’s quite the setup.” Magnus looked happy about it, but I could tell he was dying to know our story.

“What’s your main export?” Mary asked.

“Agriculture. We have the planet’s best soil, and grow everything from food, to hemp for clothing, to bamboo for various things. I bet you didn’t ever think I’d be a farmer.”

I laughed. There was no way he was being serious. “Are we almost there?” I asked, curious to hear if Nick and Slate had made it planetside yet.

“Not quite. That’s why we’re taking this.” He led us to a camo-covered Jeep-like vehicle, and we hopped in. Mary took the front seat, I grabbed the back. I sat in the center of the rear bench, watching wide-eyed as Magnus fired up the engine and drove down the dirt road. We left behind what constituted cityscape on New Spero, and in a couple minutes, we were away from any signs of humanity. The only evidence anyone had been here before were the tire tracks in the grass we were driving in. “See all this? It’s mine.”

I looked around us, seeing acres upon acres of farmland, crops growing in the summer-like afternoon. At least it felt like afternoon. I really didn’t know what time it was and realized I knew next to nothing about the planet we were on. It was remarkable. If I took a deep breath, there wasn’t anything there to tell me I wasn’t on Earth, in middle America, somewhere much like the state I’d grown up in. I suddenly felt homesick, but for what or where, I wasn’t sure. It was just a feeling gnawing at my stomach.

We kept going for a few minutes. Soon Magnus turned right and drove down a dirt road leading up to a cabin. It wasn’t big, and smoke poured out of a chimney on the left side of the structure.

“Home sweet home,” he said, his words adding to the aching feeling in my gut.

“This is amazing, Magnus,” Mary said, her voice cheerful. I hadn’t seen her so happy in months and tried to picture me and her living in a similar place, quietly farming, minding our own business. No more intergalactic strife to deal with. I wasn’t sure how we’d manage, but I was willing to try.

“It’s not much, but it’s home. I know I didn’t have time to tell you anything, but we have a few surprises of our own.” He parked the vehicle and we got out. The ground felt soft under my feet, and it did feel alien for a moment. I quickly forgot all of that when I heard a bark. A dog barking, on this faraway planet, brought normalcy back to me in an instant. It woofed again, and my heart sped up. I knew that sound. It was from someone that had become my best friend during the Event.

“Carey!” I called. My hands were shaking as I looked for him. Another yap, and I spun to see him running at us from the house. Natalia was at the door, her hand covering her eyes, trying to see who was with Magnus. He’d wanted us to be a surprise. Carey bounded at us, and I ran toward him, so excited to be back with the little guy. His ears flopped up and down as he raced to me. “Carey!” I said again. He seemed to know it was me.

I fell to my knees, and the dog jumped on me, licking my face with fervor and love. I couldn’t recall a time I’d felt more relief or pure joy, and I sat there petting and talking to him, trying to explain why I’d left him. He didn’t seem to care at that moment, and we just shared that time together as equals on the ground. After everything we’d been through, this was exactly what I needed.

Once we’d both settled down, I noticed how different he looked. He’d aged well, but at eleven, he was heavier than he’d been, and his eyes didn’t have quite the same glow to them.

“Thank you for being there for him,” I said to Magnus, who I could tell was behind us by the large shadow. My voice was thick with emotion.

“Dean, we love that dog. It was our pleasure, really,” Magnus said, walking over and giving me his hand. I took it, and he pulled me up off the ground. Carey rubbed his head on my shins, and I heard more barking. Natalia was walking toward us, two other dogs in tow. They were cockers like Carey, one brown, and the other buff like the older dog.

“Magnus, who’s with you?” Natalia asked as she neared us. Our backs were to her, and Mary and I turned to her, tears already falling down Mary’s face.

“Nat,” Mary said, stepping over to our friend. It was then I noticed there was a small boy clutching on to Nat’s leg.

Natalia cried out in anguish. I almost reached for a gun before it clicked that she was just surprised by us.

“How? How are you here?” she asked, her eyes instantly red, puffy, and adorable at the same time. She embraced Mary, holding on tight.

“If you have a cup of coffee, we can tell you,” I said, and she turned to me, grabbing hold of my arms and pulling me into a big hug. She was so warm, and I hugged her back, telling her how glad I was to see her. “Who’s this?” I asked, crouching to be at eye level with the boy. The three dogs came over and played, rolling on the grass between us.

“These are Carey’s little ones,” Magnus said. “Charlie, the boy, and Maggie, the little troublemaker there.” He pointed to the brown one, who gave him a bark. They looked young, but they weren’t puppies any longer. “And that,” he nodded to the brown-haired hiding boy, “is Dean.” Magnus looked at me, a twinkle in his eye.

“We didn’t think we’d ever see you again. It had been four years. We wanted to… remember you,” Natalia said, sniffling as she held Mary’s hand.

It was quite the reunion, and I felt like I’d been through an emotional wringer. “Hi, Dean,” I said. He peeked out from behind her leg and looked at me, the perfect little combination of Magnus and Natalia. I was so happy for them. “Look at what you guys have accomplished out here. It’s amazing. It’s… kind of the dream.” I felt the loss hard. They’d had seven years together, building a family and taking care of Carey, and we’d just been on a journey across space for a few months. It was hard to wrap my brain around.

“It’s been nice,” Magnus said, and I hardly heard him.

“Let’s go inside,” Natalia said, her accent still thick, but her voice softer than it had been.

We started the walk to their cabin, the dogs sauntering along. Carey stuck close to Magnus but looked back to make sure I was coming. I knew whose dog he was now, and to say it didn’t hurt would be a lie. I was glad he was a happy dog who’d had the opportunity to lead a safe and healthy life. I wasn’t sure if I could have given him that security.

The smaller brown cocker followed along behind me, playfully romping through the grass, her bark trying to get me to play along. I knelt and scratched her ears, which she rolled over for, kicking her back legs out for a stretch. “Well, Maggie, it’s nice to meet you. I think there might be some treats inside the house with your name on them.” At that word, she perked up and ran ahead into the house as Magnus held the door open.

Mary stayed behind after the other three entered the home. “Are you okay?”

“I think so. It’s just… a lot. How about you?” I asked.

She smiled. “I’m happy to see them. It’s just so weird. With the snap of a finger, we missed years of our friends’ lives. It’ll just take some time. Let’s go share stories and have a night where we don’t have to think about the next thing.”

We did have a lot of explaining to do to the powers that be; Andrews, the suit Clare had shot, was just the beginning. Our friends inside were high-ranking officers, and they were able to pull some strings to get us acclimated to their world before we got grilled the following day. I was grateful for it, but as I entered their house, I hoped the other crew were being taken care of.

“Any word on Slate and Nick?” I asked, taking in the cozy décor of their small home. It was sparsely furnished with homemade wooden furniture, a dichotomy to the futuristic screens on the walls and counters. Lights came on automatically; a clear screen above the mantel acted as a television. I recognized signs of Kraski technology everywhere.

Magnus keyed something into a screen in the kitchen, and a face appeared. He asked the man a few questions and was told the two men from the station were on New Spero, and that Clare was with them. We’d left her at the complex to wait for the rest of our team.

“We’ve built hotels for visitors from other cities to stay. Your friends are in the suites saved for city leaders. Much better than being cramped up on a ship for months, I tell you,” Magnus said after he ended the call.

“Thank you, Magnus,” Mary said. “Your home is perfect.” She walked around the living room and back to the kitchen. “Dean, maybe we can have something like this.” Her words were soft, hopeful. Little Dean came over to me, and I saw he was holding a wooden train.

“Of course you can,” Magnus said. “We’ll get right on it. I don’t want to speak out of turn, but there’s house a couple acres over if you want it. Share the land, so to speak. We built it…back then, hoping you would come claim it.”

It was all happening so fast, and I didn’t know how to reply. On one hand, it sounded amazing, but we had just arrived and had no idea what New Spero was really about. “I think we might like that.” I smiled at Mary, and she returned it. I knew Mary loved the idea right now, but her taste for adventure might kick in after a few weeks of feeding chickens and weeding a garden.

“Time for your nap, malen’kiy.” Natalia took her son’s hand, and he let her lead him into another room without complaint.

“What a cute kid. I can’t believe you have a son. The last night we saw you, you were just getting married,” I said, seeing his shoulders slump all of a sudden, like my words took the air out of him.

We sat in the living room, the smell of coffee flowing through the air toward us. I realized how tired I was then; sitting on the soft cushions, I had the desire to lie down and sleep.

“Dean… Mary,” Magnus said quietly, “we thought you were dead. Patty kept asking for word from you, from Earth, and eventually she stopped talking to us about you. I don’t think she stopped asking, but she could tell it was getting too hard for us to hear about you after those first few years.”

Carey looked up at me from the floor, his head turning sideways. “Come here, boy.” I patted my lap, and he jumped up, setting his head on my leg, letting out a sigh that he must have been holding for me for seven years. Soon his breath slowed, and I just rested my hand on his back, letting him know I was there.

“He’s yours, by the way,” Magnus said, looking at Carey from the other couch. Mary sat beside me, petting Maggie. Charlie was at Magnus’ feet.

I shook my head. “I can’t take him now; it’s been too long. He has his home now, his pack.” It hurt to say, but it was true.

“Tell us everything,” Natalia said, bringing a tray with coffee and cups from the kitchen.

“Where do we begin?” Mary asked.

“At the start.”

“You were married, and Mae arrived, beaten up. The hybrids escaped.” I said Mae’s name, and I could see they were aching to ask after her, but they knew she was dead. It was all over their faces.

We told our tale to them over the next few hours. The sunlight dimmed in the room, and soft lights automatically came on as we spoke. Natalia got snacks and we drank coffee, them on the edge of their seats at times, while at other moments, tears flowed freely from their eyes.

They learned about the Deltra still living on another planet. Magnus nearly stood as I talked about getting the smaller version of the Shield, and about Mary almost dying by the Bhlat warriors on that lone station far out in the universe. They sank into the couch and held hands as I told them about killing everyone at a Bhlat outpost. Natalia let out a cry as I told them the gut-punch of Mae really being Janine, the woman I’d fallen in love with. It hurt to bring it up and relive the story. Hearing that Slate had shot her took the wind out of their sails, and neither of them spoke for a few minutes.

When we got to the part about World President Naidoo communicating with the Bhlat, and how we thought she was going to kill us, Magnus turned red. “That bitch! We’re going to straighten all of this out tonight.”

“I think that Andrews guy is in her pocket,” Mary said.

“He has to be. If anyone ever shows up in our system, the station’s supposed to relay it to us and await instructions. Evidently, Naidoo asked Andrews to ignore our protocol and take you himself. I’m glad the slimy little slug got shot.” Magnus was still red, but Nat’s calming hand on his arm seemed to be working.

“That’s quite the story,” Natalia said. “Mag, I think its our turn.”

He nodded. “First, I need something.” He left the room, coming back with a bottle and four small glasses. He set them down on the large coffee table. I recognized the brand of Scotch as Magnus’ favorite from back on Earth.

“Is that…?” I started to ask.

“The one and the same. I’ve been saving this for something special. I’d say this constitutes something special, wouldn’t you?” The sparkle of my old friend was back in his eye. “Do you remember that day? We got the rings from that guy with the German shepherd.”

“And half a truckload of booze. Don’t you have distilleries here?” I asked, vividly recalling the day. It was only six months ago to me.

“We do, but there’s nothing like a bottle of twenty-year-old Scotch, aged a few more for good measure. God, I wish things had worked out differently that wedding night. I’m going to miss Mae.” He poured the liquid into the four glasses, passing one to each of us. “Even though she screwed us over a few ways to Friday, she was something.” He raised his glass. “To Mae.”

“To Mae,” we all said in unison, raising our own glasses in the air. I sipped the Scotch, letting the familiar burn ease down my throat.

“Our trip didn’t go so smoothly,” Magnus said, starting to tell us about their journey after we left. “That ship left with a thousand people, and we lost a hundred on the way from an illness we couldn’t cure. Now it’s nothing more than a common cold to us, but at the start, before we understood the way alien viruses worked, it was deadly. That was the least of it, but I won’t bore you with the details. The fact was, we arrived a month late, and our morale was low when we lowered to the surface.”

“My sister Isabelle?” I asked, fearful at what the answer would be.

Natalia’s face softened. “She’s fine, Dean. She lives out in Terran Five.”

I relaxed, nervous and excited to see the sister I hardly knew any longer. “What happened then?”

“They knew the layout of the planet from their first trip, but we didn’t know everything. The weather patterns surprised us, and the wildlife was so unique,” Magnus said, pausing for a drink, “but it was paradise to us. Free from the bull of Earth politics, we did what needed to be done. We started at ground zero here and built everything you’ve seen.”

“How did you end up being farmers?” Mary asked, a hint of laughter in her voice.

“I still work for the colony, obviously, but we wanted more. When Dean was born, we left the house we’d built in the city and gave it to a younger couple just starting out. We wanted to be away from the noise and people for once.” Magnus set his hand on Nat’s, squeezing it lightly. “She deserves a quiet place to raise a family.”

“You both deserve it,” I said.

We sat in the living room for hours, talking about all the stuff between their landing and now. We drank to old times, we picked away at a light dinner, and before we knew it, we were all tipsy and exhausted. I asked Magnus to pass word to the crew that we would see them in the morning, and Mary and I headed to the guest room Natalia demanded we stay in.

Mary was already breathing deeply as I pulled the blankets over my shoulders. I heard the light pitter-patter of footsteps approach our room, the door squeaked as it pushed open, and I recognized the sound of Carey jumping onto the bed. He came over to me, sniffed my face, licked it, and curled up between my legs.

I slept like I hadn’t in months.
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From the helicopter, we got a much better view of the settlement. We’d been so distracted when we’d lowered in our Kraski ship that none of us had caught a good look at Terran One. Now, flying over at a low altitude, I could make out all the different farms, then neighborhoods, as we headed for the base. Fields of varying colors stretched out beyond the horizon, a grid of sustenance and prosperity.

Magnus pointed landmarks out to us. He also described how each neighborhood had all the necessary supply stores, hospitals, and schools, so the locals didn’t need transportation to other areas. It reminded me of old city planning for lower-income areas. They wanted everything necessary along a bus route or within walking distance. For a colony, it made a lot of sense.

It blew my mind to see how far they’d come in just seven years. The amount of work that must have gone into creating what we were looking at had to come at a price. Magnus assured us that they owned worker robots for much of the labor.

In the distance, I spotted a large mountain, pristine lakes mottling the landscape near it, and I knew where I wanted to visit first. I wondered if there was anything resembling fish in that water.

We neared the base, a large structure by the landing pad we were at the day before. As we settled toward the ground, I spotted my friends near a bay door. Clare, Nick, and Slate stood looking no worse for wear, and I silently thanked whoever was listening for bringing them back in one piece.

“Time to make history,” Magnus said, opening the heli door. Mary got down, I ran out after her, and we jogged toward the building. The copter lifted and left us in silence after a few minutes.

We greeted our crew, Mary going for hugs with the two men we’d left in space, me following suit with what started as a manly back pat but escalated into a ‘thank God you’re alive’ embrace. “Everyone okay?” I asked, getting assurances that they were.

Slate grinned at us. “I was having fun up there. I think someone needs to train those pilots better.”

“Speak for yourself. Those guards were ready to rip my head off,” Nick said. Now that we were just a few feet apart, I noticed the red lines in his eyes and a bruise on his cheek.

“Did they hurt you?” I asked, anger boiling under my skin.

He shook his head. “No worse than I’d expect. I’ll be fine. I’m just glad the call came in when it did. I think they were ready to push me out an airlock.”

“I heard the news but wasn’t going to believe it unless I saw it,” a new voice said, coming from the doorway. “If I live to be a hundred, I doubt you’ll find me more surprised again.”

“President Dalhousie!” I called, happy to see the woman who made all of this happen.

She fluttered my comment away with a flick of her wrist. “No more ‘President’ for me. Just call me Patty, please.”

Patty had been a fit, healthy fifty when we’d last seen her, but the woman before us had been through a lot. She looked like she’d aged twice as much as Magnus. She was now a small gray-haired woman, but the fire in her eyes was still burning bright. Her once long hair was cut shorter, giving her a grandmotherly look.

“I’ve been filled in by the others, but come on in. We need to talk.” Patty hugged us tightly and turned, leading us into the large base through a steel door with guards at it.

“Still need guards?” Mary asked.

“This is a colony, not Utopia. Humans will always be humans, and yes, we do still need policing, and a military for space and New Spero,” Magnus answered for her.

We were led down a wide hallway, which ended eventually, and we turned left past a door that required Patty’s thumbprint to open. We found ourselves in a metal corridor, and I had flashbacks to climbing the tube on the Deltra station, Bhlat clomping around trying to kill us. Mary seemed to notice a change in me, and she grabbed my hand.

The corridor went on for a couple hundred feet or so, at an ever-declining angle, before opening into a large, cavernous room. Screens were set up at numerous long desks, with a massive screen front and center, where it looked like they could air multiple feeds at once.

“What is this?” Clare whispered, stealing the words from all our mouths.

“This is New Spero Central. We have feeds from all major centers here, and we watch for anything out of the ordinary.” Patty walked toward the front row of desks, where five workers sat, headsets on, screens showing various city shots and views from fence lines.

“You spy on everyone?” Slate asked. The question was so unlike the soldier, I hoped his being around me for a few months hadn’t made him question authority. Or maybe it was a good thing for the man who’d obeyed someone his whole adult life to be a free thinker.

“We don’t spy on them. This is a new planet. We watch for anything that might pose a threat to the people. We’ve saved countless lives with our perimeter cams catching predators lurking too close to villages and cities,” Magnus said, and I felt better about it all. If my old friend was behind it, then I would blindly follow his lead.

“What kind of predators?” Mary asked, stepping forward to squint at the screen’s images.

“Daniel? Can you bring up the feed from 1179, please?” Patty asked, pointing at the large screen in the front of the room.

It showed a snowy landscape, the area fenced with a twenty-foot-tall barrier. Red lights blinked on the concrete fence posts. It took a minute to see them, but once I did, they were everywhere. They were white, almost blending in with the snow. I couldn’t tell how tall they were, but they had to be four feet at least. The camera zoomed and paused to show us three of them in a cluster, reminding me of a cross between a lizard and a wolf. Long thick tails left lines in the snow behind them, powerful snouts sniffing the air.

“Holy crap,” Slate said, unblinking as we watched the video. It started up again, and we watched as they approached the fence, trying to touch it but getting shocked by electricity. A couple of them repeated the effort and failed, but were still moving, as if the shock was nothing more than an annoyance.

One of the creatures ran over to a concrete fence post, which was at least three feet wide. Another one stepped up, and they used each other to lift themselves up, until there were three of the animals stacked on one another, the top one jumping and grabbing hold of the top.

“We lost twenty people the first night we met these guys. That’s why we watch the feeds live.”

My stomach sank as I watched dozens of the things get lifted and climb over the fence. They were smarter than any animal I’d ever seen. Patty showed us another video of people forming a violent riot, and how they were able to subdue it quickly. It appeared all wasn’t paradise on this colony planet.

“Now, enough about us and New Spero. Tell me how you came to arrive seven years later, looking like nothing has changed, in the same ship you left Earth on,” Patty said.

“Should we wait for Heart?” Slate asked, looking around the room.

Patty turned to Slate, looking at him silently for a minute before speaking again. “The general isn’t with us any longer. He passed away two years ago: heart attack.”

Slate deflated at that and sat down in one of the swivel chairs at the long desks.

“A lot has changed for us. I think you know the new general.” Patty pointed at Magnus, who just shrugged when we looked over to him.

“Someone had to do it, and it might as well be someone I trust. Me,” Magnus said, getting a tense laugh from our group.

“I’d say congratulations, but I’m sure you’d rather be sitting on your porch sipping sweet tea than worrying about invasions and space station turncoats,” I said, clapping him on the arm.

“Speaking of which, where is Mr. Andrews?” Magnus asked Patty.

“He’s fine. Almost good as new. He’s finding a new home at Terran Three.” Patty tilted her head toward the screen, showing the city covered in snow. “He claims Naidoo threatened to hurt his family back on Earth, but I call BS on that. His accounts have shown some interesting deposits over the years. Either way, I apologize for your treatment, everyone. Can we have the story now?”

We moved to the back of the room, where a guard brought in refreshments. I guzzled water as we went through the trip, and my own personal emotional rollercoaster. I was ready to put it all behind us after this telling.

When it was over, Patty mopped her face with a hand, and looked to have aged another year. “After all we’ve been through, she wants to cut a deal with them. That might explain something.”

“What?” I asked.

“It takes a month to get a message to and from Earth. We’ve sent messages to them but haven’t had a reply in over a month. I was hoping there was just a technical issue on Earth, but it could mean two things. Either they’re choosing to not talk with us” – she paused, leaning forward in her chair – “or they aren’t able to talk to us.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Magnus asked, clearly frustrated.

“We didn’t want to worry you. You have enough on your plate,” she replied.

“You wanted me in this position, you have to tell me everything. Would you have held this back from Heart?” he asked, receiving a blank stare from Patty.

“The Bhlat are coming for Earth, one way or another,” I said. “Naidoo opened the door for them and invited them in. What do we do about it?”

“What do you mean? We need to worry about New Spero’s safety now. We gave those people a choice, and whoever’s on Earth chose to stay, knowing the dangers. They were all part of the Event, just like all of us. The universe is a dangerous place,” Patty said.

This wasn’t the president I remembered, always worried about everybody. She was older, tired, and jaded. “It may not be your job to help Earth, but I’ll be damned if we’re going to sit back and wait for the Bhlat to come to us too. Let’s look at it like we’re going on the offensive, and saving Earth is the positive result.” I thought speaking her language might help my cause. It appeared to.

“It takes two months to get back. It could be too late by then,” Slate said.

“Or they chose not to transmit because they knew we were arriving and would blow up their story. It might not be too late at all. Maybe a carefully worded message would do the trick,” Mary said, making a lot of sense.

“Another thing is bothering me,” Patty said quietly.

“What’s that?” I asked, wondering just what else could be wrong.

“The hybrids.”

I couldn’t believe I’d been so selfish to forget them. “The hybrids,” I repeated, a flush coming over my skin. “Where are they?”

“We thought they were trouble. As far as we knew, Leslie and Terrance were terrorists, and were the reason you were lost to us. They were killers, and we couldn’t trust the lot of them,” Patty said.

Dread set in. “Where are they?” I asked again.

“They’re in a prison in Russia. Half the world’s leaders wanted to ship them into the sun, but we compromised on prison. Forever.”

She looked terrible, the guilt of their anguish evident on her face.

“We have to do something!” I said, remembering the friendly faces we’d met in Long Island. Seven years in prison, and I doubted I’d get the same reaction from them. “I know where they’re welcome. I’ll send them there to have new lives.”

She nodded, but it seemed a distant, noncommittal action. “If we get through this, you have my word that you can do just that. I’m sorry about Mae too, for what it’s worth.”

An alarm chimed from the front of the room, and Daniel, the officer on the computer, called back to us. “General, you’re going to want to see this. Trouble in Terran Five again.” The screen showed us the white lizard-wolves stalking toward the city, this time in a different area. It looked like they were crossing a frozen lake.

“Wait, they aren’t coming for the fence,” Daniel said as we watched them change direction. It was snowing, wind blowing fiercely, causing a white-out. He zoomed in a mile or so, and we spotted a blurry barn. A group of people were outside, surrounded by horses.

“What are they doing outside like that in a storm?” Magnus yelled. He jumped on to a computer and tried for a few minutes to contact Terran Five. “No luck. The storm must have killed the transmission tower. All this technology, and we still use waves to communicate with each other. Come on, Dean. We have to go help them.” He tapped the face-to-face calling program, trying for any contacts under the Terran Five: Operations listing. They all failed.

If those creatures were that close, I knew there was no way we’d make it in time, but we had to try. “Are the other Terrans closer?”

“Good call. Dan, send a request for assistance to Terran Four. We’re taking a cruiser. Anyone else?” Magnus asked.

Mary and Slate ran after us, heading toward the landing pad.

____________

The ship was smaller than any we’d ever been on, more the size of a helicopter than anything I’d seen, but it acted much the same as the larger Kraski ships. Two seats up front, two in the back, and as much room as a cube van in the back for storage. The walls were lined with climbing gear, medi-kits, and weaponry: everything we needed for a rescue mission.

We’d tossed on suits before getting on board, and they reminded me of the modified space suits from our recent adventure. These didn’t have the helmet attached, and though they were thin, their primary function was to fend off the cold, with an extremely high puncture rating. That would help prevent one of those lizard-wolves from biting our extremities off.

“How far is Terran Five, exactly?” Mary asked, sitting up front with Magnus, who was acting pilot on the vessel. Slate sat in the back with me, his large frame tight against the undersized suit he wore.

“Eleven hundred miles as the crow flies,” Magnus said, the landscape of the planet zooming by as we flew near top speed toward the Arctic-like city. “That makes our trip a quick twenty minutes. Those monsters can go fast, but they were skulking along that snow, the storm probably slowing them some.”

“Why have a colony city in the snow?” Slate asked, breaking his contemplative silence.

Magnus shrugged. “Why do people live in northern Canada or Alaska?” He waited for a reply. “No, seriously, if you know, tell me.” He barked a laugh, and when no one else followed suit, he continued. “They have resources up there. A stone much like diamond, that sparkles like a geologist’s dreams and conducts electricity better than anything we’ve ever seen. And it isn’t always snow-covered. Just three-quarters of the year.” This made him laugh again, and I joined in this time, for his sake.

“Of course,” Slate said, his question satisfactorily answered. “Did those colonists lose a bet?”

“You’re a funny guy, Slate. I think I’m going to like hanging out with you. We asked for volunteers, and after all everyone had been through, living in a safe place with everything you could need to survive, we didn’t have to do a lottery. We had all the positions filled in a week. We were as surprised as you are.” Magnus tapped some icons, and the ETA appeared on the viewscreen. Ten minutes to destination.

“Did we get through to Terran Four?” I asked, and Mary sent a message to Dan back at the home base.

“Dan says they left just after us,” Mary answered.

“It’ll be close. Everyone ready? Shoot to kill. I know we’re the aliens here, and believe me, we do have animal rights activists on our asses here too, but lives are at stake. Stick together, and hopefully, we can extract the group before too much damage is done.” Magnus lowered us below the clouds, and instantly, we couldn’t see beyond the viewscreen. Snow enveloped the small vessel, but he had no problem flying it using the computer navigation system.

The plan was to land a hundred yards from the structure in the video, and get between the oncoming creatures and the humans, if we weren’t too late. It took another minute for Magnus to lock in on the coordinates, and when he did, we lowered quickly to the ground, still unable to see much more than blowing white flakes as we bumped the surface softly.

The doors hissed open, hinging toward the sky, and we got out, pulse rifles in hands. My heart pounded and sweat covered my back, a contradiction to the freezing temperatures outside. Why had we come with Magnus? Shouldn’t we have left this type of thing to the trained soldiers? Then it hit me: I was the only non-military among our group of four, and probably still had more experience in the field than half the actual soldiers now filling that role on New Spero. My confidence increased, my steps becoming firmer and my grip a little lighter on the rifle as I followed Magnus toward the barn we could just make out through the snowstorm.

“You two go right,” Magnus called through our earpieces.

Slate and I obeyed, cutting right to flank the people on the other side. Only when we arrived, there were no people standing up.

The familiar hum of a transport vessel came at us from our other side, and soon another ship landed near us, armed men emerging from the doors, much like we had only moments ago.

Magnus shook his head. “Damn it! We’re too late.”

That was when I saw it. The half-eaten horse lay blanketed by a thin layer of snow, a pool of blood staining the white ground. The closer I looked, the more I saw signs of a struggle, footprints from both humans and animals mixing, but quickly being covered by the ever-falling snow.

“They might still be alive,” one of the newcomers said to us. “These things will feed” – he pointed at the horse – “and drag anything else back to their nests. We have some at Four, but they’re smaller and fewer. Seen it a few times.”

“Let’s go after them,” Magnus said matter-of-factly.

“In this storm, we’ll be lucky to make it a mile without giving up,” the new guy said, the three other soldiers with him keeping quiet.

“Look…” Magnus started to argue, but we all stopped short as we heard a small voice.

“Help! Daddy!” it called from the barn.

I ran toward the sound, gun raised just in case. “Where are you?” I asked, voice rising above the wind.

A small figure emerged into the doorway, wearing a snow suit and a pink hat. It was a little girl, no more than seven years old.

“I’m Dean. What’s your name?” I asked, knowing she would be terrified.

“Monica. They took my daddy,” she said, fat tears arriving at the corners of her eyes.

“Who did? The animals?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Which way did they take them?”

She pointed to the west. “He told me to hide in here, under the hay pile. I miss him. We were out for a horse ride, and Queenie hurt her leg. The horse doctor lady came with some help. Then they came.”

I didn’t have to ask who they were.

“I like her.” The tears were starting to fall. “Isabelle, the horse doctor. She makes me laugh. Can you find my daddy?”

I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach. Isabelle. My sister was a veterinarian, and Magnus had told me she lived in Terran Five. It had to be her.

“Guys, we’re going after them.” One of the men from Terran Four came over and gave Monica a heated blanket, ushering her toward their transport vessel. My friends nodded grimly. “I think my sister was among the ones attacked.”

Mary’s eyes widened. “How’s that possible?”

“I don’t know. The girl said her horse got hurt, and they were stuck out here from the storm, and a horse doctor named Isabelle came to help. That has to be her.” I was shaking with adrenaline and the need to stop talking and go rescue them.

“Let’s go. These little bastards are cave dwellers, so we either attempt to follow the tracks being covered by more snow every minute, or we assume they’re going to the mountain three miles west of here and fly there,” Magnus said.

“I’ll follow the tracks and meet you there.” Slate took off on foot. His pace was fast and efficient.

“You heard the man, let’s get on the ship or he might beat us there,” Mary said, moving for it already.

“You guys will never find them, and if you do, how do you know they aren’t already dead?” one of the guys from Terran Four asked.

“We don’t know, and that’s why we’re going. Get that girl back inside the gates, and tell them what’s happening right under their noses,” I said before rushing toward the transport.

Moments later, we were taking off, and if possible, it seemed the snow was falling even more heavily. As we neared the mountain, I felt a tugging I couldn’t explain. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced. I sat in the back of the transport, my blood starting to burn. I wanted to cry out, but I couldn’t.

“Ma…ry,” I squeaked out through the pain. Her face turning to me was the last thing I saw before all went black.
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When my eyes came open, I was alone in the small ship. My body still ached, but the searing pain was gone.

I felt for injuries and scanned myself for blood, but everything seemed normal, except for a throbbing headache. I moved to the medi-kit and shot myself with a small dose of painkiller, instantly feeling the thumping subside.

“Mary, Magnus, come in,” I said into my comm, but no reply came. They must have known I was breathing, and had gone for the people first, hoping whatever happened to me wasn’t fatal. Seeing me passed out, but having to leave my side, must have been difficult on Mary.

I threw on an insulated cap and grabbed any weapons I could fit on myself, along with a few rations of food and an emergency kit. One thing I remembered from those outdoor TV shows was you never went into a situation without being prepared. Especially heading into a mountain full of alien monsters, on a planet you’d just set foot on the day before.

Satisfied I was ready, I lifted the door, exiting the ship. The cold hit me like a brick wall, and I ran through the blowing snow toward the mountains. The footprints were fresh enough that they were still easy to follow.

“Dean!” a voice called thinly through the wind. “Dean!”

Gun ready, I spun, only to see Slate running toward me. “You okay?” he asked. When I nodded, he asked where the others were. I told him what had happened, and he stepped closer, looking me straight in the eyes. “You look fine,” he said, and with that, we were off together after Mary and Magnus.

“Did you see anything out there?” I asked, assuming he saw nothing but snow and ice.

“Yeah. They dragged them along this path. There must have been some fight left in the people, because one of the creatures was limping along, left behind. It was hurt pretty badly, so I put it out of its misery.”

The way he could casually talk about killing something always struck me as cold, but I think a part of me was only annoyed that he could turn it off when I held on to it so tightly.

The signs of the creatures and their prey were everywhere as we neared an entrance to the hillside. The mountain was tall, reminding me of visiting the Rocky Mountains as a teenager. Foreign trees lined the countryside, and I tried to focus on the task at hand, knowing I would have time to study this new world once we got our people back. The wind bit at my face, but the suit kept the majority of me warm as we followed the footsteps and drops of blood into an opening in the rock wall. The stark contrast of red human blood against the snow reminded me we probably didn’t have much time.

I tried the other two through the comm system, but either the storm or the rock was causing a disruption, and no one replied. The cavern opened up wide, and we turned our suits’ lights on, allowing us to see in the dimly-lit space. It looked like a huge bear cave, the kind you wouldn’t be stupid enough to run blindly into. We did just that, guns raised, ready for anything, but we saw and heard nothing.

The large room got smaller, the ceiling coming down rapidly as we went, and soon we were stuck with a choice of left or right. The cave separated into two tunnels, and we didn’t know which one to take.

“What do you think?” I asked.

Slate looked angry at having to decide. He was better at shooting first and thinking later, so this wasn’t his forte. “We could split up,” he suggested.

“With no radio communication, that adds to our risk. Let’s go left.” I went with my gut, and Slate seemed happy with it. He took the lead, gun up and lights shining forward as he bulldozed down the ever-tightening hallway. When I started to worry we would get stuck, it widened again and opened into another cavern.

“Where the hell did they go? Should we go back and try the other option?” I asked.

Slate started to answer, but I thought I could hear someone calling my name, and I didn’t make out his words. An alien sensation ran through my body, akin to the racking pain from inside the transport vessel, but more subdued: clearer now. My feet were moving, but I didn’t recall telling them to. It was as if an outside force was pulling strings, and I was a puppet. The rational part of my mind told me to be afraid and wanted to panic, but I didn’t. I went along with it, taking comfort in the new control.

“Dean?” Slate said my name, but he sounded miles away. I felt a tapping on my arm, but I didn’t stop and turn to him. I kept moving, flowing down the floor toward my goal. I wasn’t sure what that was, but it was close. So close.

“Dean! Stop walking; you’re freaking me out!” Slate was in front of me now, his large frame preventing me from continuing. I bumped against him, getting angry that he’d try to stop me from getting to wherever it was I needed to be. My pulse rifle raised, pointing at his chest.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” he yelled, moving away from my aim, which didn’t follow him.

“I must get there,” I said, the words not my own, but from some part deep inside me. I could feel the blood pumping in me then, each beat of my heart pushing the life-force around my veins.

“Get where?” he asked, but I was walking faster, leaving him in the cavernous room as I exited through another hallway. This one wasn’t as tight as before, and for the first time, I noticed carvings on them. The part of me that was being pushed down tried to force itself out, to warn me something was wrong, but I didn’t let it. The hieroglyphics became denser on the walls as I went, and I could make out the sound of footsteps following at a safe distance behind me. Slate wasn’t a threat, so I didn’t worry about him.

The hall went on for a couple minutes before I reached my destination, which I knew the moment I crossed into the room. The energy was palpable, and my blood sang, thrumming in my ears like an airplane taking off. The LEDs on my suit flickered, and a small part of me wanted to scream. The other part was excited, ready for what was coming.

“Dear God,” Slate said from behind me.

A light illuminated thirty or so yards inside the room, starting out small: a clear gemstone, glowing blue suddenly. I stepped toward it and the light expanded, the drawings on the walls of the cavern burning hot blue as well.

“Dean, I think you should stop,” Slate said, but he didn’t come anywhere near me.

The room was at least one hundred yards wide, and I could see it all now, basking in the cool blue light. In each corner, manufactured pillars were erected, fitting from floor to ceiling. In the center of the pillars, which were spread out the full distance of the room, stood a table of sorts, made of the same material as the columns. The gemstone hummed a near-silent but constant song, and the blue rays pulsed in it, seemingly in time with my own heartbeat.

I neared the gemstone, squinting against the bright light, and saw the table had small illuminated icons on it. There were at least fifty of them, each a unique image of hard lines and squiggles. My hand settled flat over them, moving of its own volition, and I heard Slate calling to me.

The words were getting louder, and I turned to see him rushing toward me. I felt my finger touch down on the table. The icon it hit grew bright and bathed the entire room in green light. Slate collided with me, but something told me he was too late.

____________

The light was gone, along with the pounding of my heart on my eardrums. I lay on the ground, recalling walking away from Slate, and knew I wasn’t in control of whatever had taken over me. It left me feeling dirty and used.

“Slate?” I asked, not able to see anything in the dark room. I fiddled with the LED controls for my suit and they flicked on, casting a white glow over the larger man beside me. He groaned, sitting up before feeling himself for injury.

“Dean, just what the hell were you doing? First you pass out on the way over here, then that?” His voice was raised, telling me he was at his wits’ end with me. Slate liked things he could understand, and what had happened didn’t fall into that category.

“I have no idea. My blood was burning, pumping hot and fast, then my brain disassociated, allowing something else to move me. I’m sorry for pointing a gun at you. I swear it wasn’t me.”

“It sure looked like you,” he muttered under his breath. Slate turned on his own suit’s flashlights and stood up, taking stock of our situation. We weren’t in the same room we’d just come from. The air felt stale and thin. Slate unzipped a breast pocket, unfolding a breathing mask from inside, and I followed suit. With the mask against my face and strapped to my head, my breaths took on a smooth flow once again.

“How do we get back?” he asked.

“Don’t you want to know where we are?” I asked, scanning the room. It was a far cry from the rocky floor we’d left behind. This room was manufactured, the floor a solid metal alloy, the walls silver and smooth. A stone, much like the one in the cavern, sat behind a glass case; the same icons were visible on the screen. I walked away from it, seeing the drawings etched on the metal walls. Wherever we were, it was eerily similar to the place we’d just come from.

“I’d prefer to go back and help the others.” Slate was touching the glass screen above the stone, but nothing illuminated or moved. It was dark.

He was right. They needed our help. My fiancée was in danger and trying to rescue my sister. If I ever needed to get somewhere to assist, it was now.

“Why did it work back there?” I asked under my breath. My heart rate was fine now, my mind clear. “You felt nothing? No draw to that room, or to the light?”

Slate shook his head. “I felt angry. Angry at you for walking into it blindly.”

I couldn’t blame him. “Let’s look around, and maybe we can figure out how to get back. This has to be some sort of teleportation device. I wish we knew where it sent us. Probably to the opposite side of the planet.” I held my gun up, moving to the side of the room, wishing there were lights so I didn’t have anything jump out at me from out of the darkness.

“This time let’s stay together, okay?” Slate grumbled, moving in front of me. If he wanted to take the lead, I’d let him. I’d already shown there was a glitch in me. My back twitched, reminding me of being shot on one of the Kraski vessels during the Event. I had Mae’s… Janine’s blood in me still. That was it.

“I think the device picked up on my blood being alien. Maybe it recognizes the Kraski DNA and allowed me transport.” I was grasping at straws, but it was the only thing that remotely came close to an explanation.

Slate looked thoughtful a moment before turning to me, grabbing me by the shoulders. “Dean, if that’s true, what was it doing on New Spero? I thought this was an unspoiled planet. If there’s a device that allows Kraski transport, then –” He stopped talking, letting go of me, his shoulders sagging slightly. “We aren’t on the other side of New Spero now.”

I didn’t reply. Instead I walked to the doorway, which didn’t open. The power was down here. Slate grabbed hold of a manual lever, and pulled hard, the cords of his neck straining as he did so. Eventually, the door popped, hissed, and slid open.

The hall beyond was dark, ominous. My imagination told me there were creatures out there, ones that would attack as we passed any corner. Another part told me we were on a station where the entire crew was killed in an intergalactic attack, their spirits lingering and angry, waiting for redemption. With a quick shake of my head, I tried to let my childish fantasies dissipate, leaving me calculating the facts.

“If there’s no power, maybe we can find a backup system and turn it on.” If we could get power to the area, the touchscreen with the icons might lead us back to the cavern. It might have worked because there was no power needed for the carvings.

Slate didn’t reply; he just began moving quietly and efficiently down the hall. I tried to emulate his movements, making more noise than him, but not enough to put a target on our backs. We tried a few rooms along the way, manually opening the doors, but none of them proved helpful. It all had an unused feel to it, like it had sat empty for a very long time. I was left feeling queasy, and suddenly wished we were back at Magnus’ farmhouse, sharing a meal and laughing about the rescue we’d successfully pulled off. I focused on that feeling and set it as my intention. Now I just needed to get from here to there. That was the hard part.

“This place feels wrong,” Slate said, whispering the words near my ear. Our speech was muffled slightly by our oxygen masks, and I wondered at how much time we had breathing from them. We hadn’t had enough time yet to have their newly advanced technology explained to us.

“It feels old.” It all felt very far-future, but ancient at the same time.

We kept moving, seeing no signs of life anywhere. Eventually, we made our way to a large doorway, which opened into a massive room. Clear crystals glowed ever-so-softly in the middle of the room, casting an unwelcoming glimmer over the entire area. As we neared them, we could see they were encased in a tall glass cylinder that stretched from floor to ceiling, appearing to go on for at least fifty feet.

“Either this is part of a ship’s engine, or this powers the facility we’re in. I wish I knew more about advanced alien civilizations.” I meant it as a joke to lighten the mood, but even I couldn’t smile as I said it.

“I think we know enough for my liking.” Slate looked intense, like he was reverting from the fun-loving soldier we’d started to see on our journey together.

I turned to him, looking him in the eyes. “Other than the obvious,” I said, waving my hand, palm up, around the room, “is something bothering you?”

He seemed like he was going to slough off my question, but his mouth twitched. “I was up there, flying around space, avoiding being blown to smithereens by some inept New Spero station pilots, and I got to thinking, what if? What if I do die here? What if I’ve lived my whole life bent on revenge for my brother dying, before finding out there was no one to blame? The Event nearly destroyed our world, and many of us came out different people, but I was still a soldier for the same people I hated for sending us to war in the first place.”

“That’s in the past, Slate,” I said softly.

He ran his big hands over his close-cropped hair, and I could feel the frustration emanating from him. “What if I never find a good woman? What if I never have a family of my own? What if I die here, never getting an ending to my story, when it’s been so full of anger and resentment up to this point?” His words were getting quieter as he went, and I wanted to give the guy a hug and tell him it would be all right. But truth be told, I could empathize with his story, even though it was so far removed from my own.

“Tell you what. Let’s figure this out.” I pointed at the crystals in the tube. “Then we can find our way home and you can retire, meet someone at one of the colonies, and live that dream out on New Spero.”

“Do you think we’ll actually ever be safe, no matter where we go?” he asked.

I didn’t know, but the threat looming over our heads with Earth and the Bhlat clouded my thoughts. I resolved right then and there to make it my business. We’d been thrust, whether fairly or not, into the middle of the battle between the Deltra and the Kraski, and then the Bhlat over all of them, and unless we resolved it, we would never be truly safe.

“I’m going to make that happen.” I felt foolish for saying it, but Slate nodded, accepting that I meant what I said.

His jaw took on a hard line, a new resolve that we’d need to figure this puzzle out. We spread out over the room, looking for anything that might have power left in it, or a manual switch to turn on. A half hour later, we’d both found nothing and were back in the same spot we’d started the search from.

“Now what?” he asked.

“We keep searching.” I led the way back out of the room, upset we hadn’t found anything, but sure the answers were out there, within the metallic walls of the strange structure. The weight of the bag of supplies on my back was starting to get heavy, and I knew I was about five minutes from asking Slate to carry it for a while. I was glad I’d brought provisions into the caves. It looked like we might end up needing them after all.

Once again in the hallway, we kept going, avoiding the smaller side rooms, which at this point were fewer and fewer. Maybe the exterior of the hall walls was touching outside at this point. That would explain a lot. It could either be a pedway, if we were above ground, or just a corridor to connect two structures together.

Eventually, a door appeared at the end of the walkway. A small glass window allowed us to see through the thick metallic door, and I peered into it, expecting to see more of the same.

Someone was looking back at us from the other side.


SIX

“Get out of the way,” Slate said, shoving me to the side and raising his gun.

“Hold on. It didn’t look armed.” Whatever it was, it looked as startled as I’d been to see someone there.

Slate waited a moment, his back against the wall beside the door lever. He held his finger in front of his oxygen mask, telling me to stay quiet. We heard nothing. After staying like that for a long minute, Slate snuck over to the glass and looked through it.

“They’re still there. Sitting on the ground, arms in the air. What the hell is that?” he asked, and I moved beside him, looking in. The alien was stout, a dark uniform adorned its body, and it looked like it had multiple limbs. Two were in the air, another two fidgeting nervously in front of it. It was dark in the hall, but when I shone my light through, large eyes looked back, reminding me of a baby seal. Underneath the eyes, a protuberance emerged, not unlike an anteater’s snout, but only about five inches long. The whole effect was non-threatening, but things in nature often appeared that way to lull their prey. I wasn’t going to be fooled.

“What do you think?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Maybe it can help us get back home.” He said the word home, and for a second, I thought of my house in upstate New York. That wasn’t my home anymore. We didn’t have one.

I agreed, and we decided to open the door, but cautiously, and with rifles pointed at the defenseless-looking creature.

The door popped, then hissed as Slate slid it, and I kept my rifle pointed at the alien, who scrambled back, all four of its arms now raised and waving around. It let out a series of squeaks and squawks in the process.

“Hello,” I said, lowering my rifle. Slate kept his pointed in the alien’s direction, but I took the lead. “I’m Dean, and this is Slate. We’re lost and need help getting out of here.”

It clearly didn’t understand me and kept chittering away, the noises a mix of bird and dolphin. “We don’t know what you’re saying.” I pointed down the hall from where we came, hoping it would know we’d emerged from the room with the solitary gemstone and hieroglyphics. I drew one of the symbols in the air with my right index finger and repeated it a few times before the alien seemed to acknowledge it comprehended.

“You coom from fer away.” It spoke in squeaks, and a speaker on its suit repeated in near-English. Once again, I was amazed by the universe’s ability to translate language. The more I spoke, the sooner we could speak fluently together.

“We do come from far away. Very good. As I said, I’m Dean,” I paused, putting a hand on my chest, “and this big man with a gun is Slate. We mean you no harm.” Slate lowered the gun beside me and tried to smile, but it looked forced and a little scarier than the gun. I glowered at him and he stopped, giving me a real smirk.

A few more squawks: “I am Suma. I mean you no harm.”

“That’s good. I was getting worried,” Slate said, noticeably relaxed in front of the short alien.

“Stay on guard. We don’t know anything about Suma here.” I whispered the words, but the alien got onto its wide feet, and I saw it was even shorter than I’d initially thought, no more than four feet tall.

“I stuck here. Want father.”

I clued in. This was a child. “How did you get here, Suma?”

It pointed the way we’d come. “Same way you did. Through the Shandra. The Stones.”

My blood turned cold at hearing the name. Shandra. It was as if part of me understood the word: an ominous portent of things to come.

“Slate. That name. The puppeteer guiding me through the caves. I think my Kraski blood led me there, and now I feel as though I know the name. Shandra.”

Suma’s eyes went wide when I said Kraski. “You not Kraski,” it said matter-of-factly.

“No, I’m not. But have some of their blood pumping through my veins.” Suma took a step back at that, like I was some sort of freak, hell-bent on stealing alien blood. “It’s a long story, and it was given to me freely to save my life. If we can travel through the Stones, let’s go. You can show us how it works.”

It squeaked a couple times, the translator not picking up what Suma said. “I cannot show you.”

“Why?” Slate asked, his jaw muscles flexing.

“Because we are stuck here.”

The thought of being stranded on this alien world turned my blood to ice. I needed to get back, to help my sister, but that outcome was probably already decided. I could only hope it ended with Mary and Magnus leading those people out of the cave, and back to their homes.

“How did you get here?” I asked Suma, who looked like an admonished child as it spoke.

“My father is the Gatekeeper on my world. I was playing with my brother, and I hid inside the Shandra. I somehow turned it on, and I came here by accident,” Suma said, and I was ninety percent sure Suma was a female of her species. I couldn’t bring myself to ask, in case I was wrong, or in case they didn’t have different sexes.

“Why won’t this one work?” Slate asked.

“The stone needs to be charged, and this one is too weak.” The translator was working almost perfectly.

“That means we need to find the juice to light this building up,” I said. “Do you know where we are? Are we still in Proxima?”

Suma looked at me, head cocked to the side, like she was trying to comprehend the name I’d just said. “I think this is one of the outer cities: a civilization that vanished thousands of years ago. My people haven’t studied all of the planets thoroughly yet, but I believe this is one of those abandoned.”

Thousands of years. I looked around at the hall we were in. To think a race of aliens walked them centuries upon centuries ago was mind-boggling. I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to them. “You’re saying the stone can transport us to any number of planets, and they all have a similar room where you appear and can travel from?”

“Yes. Some are buried deep on worlds that have no idea the Stone exists. Others have been destroyed over the millennia. My world is one of those in charge of keeping them active where possible.” The squeaks and squawks became softer. “I’m going to be in so much trouble.”

“Do the different drawings on the table represent different worlds?” I asked, excitement at the possibilities causing my hand to start shaking.

“Yes.”

I glanced over at Slate, whose gun hand was at ease. He leaned against the hallway, deep in thought.

“How do we power up the stone?” I asked.

“I don’t know. There has to be a backup system somewhere, because my people have been here and returned before. I’m not permitted to see the logs yet.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because… I’m still a child in their eyes.” She looked down, her snout wiggling in discomfort.

“Suma, we’ll find the power and get you home safe. Right, Slate?” I asked.

“Right, boss,” he said, giving me a determined look.

“How long have you been here?” I asked the smaller alien.

“Two cycles of Saaranla.”

“Is that long?” Slate asked.

“I’ve had to sleep once.”

I slung the pack from my back, getting a bottle of water out. I opened it and passed it over. She looked at me dubiously, big black eyes glistening in the dim light. “It’s water. Take it. We have more.” I did have more, but only enough for a couple days, tops. When she found a way to stick her snout into the bottle top and slurp some liquid up, I passed her an energy bar, which she told me tasted like Laaran. I took that to mean something bad, judging by her reaction, but she ate most of it before tucking the last few bites into a pocket.

“Thank you, Dean,” she said through the translator.

“How far have you gone?” Slate asked her.

“Not very. I was afraid I’d get lost, or that my father would track me. But that’s foolish. The Stones don’t keep track of destinations. He wouldn’t know where I’d traveled to.”

“Boss, let’s keep moving the way we’re heading. It has to lead somewhere, and if we aren’t expecting any baddies hiding out in the shadows, we can move quickly and not worry about noise,” Slate said.

I looked at Suma, hoping we could trust her story. Every instinct was telling me we could, but I’d been wrong before.

“Let’s move.” Slate grabbed my pack, taking the burden from me, and I was grateful for the respite. We’d only left the complex that morning a few hours ago, but it already felt like days.

We moved as quickly as we could. Suma’s short legs carried her quite well, and she had no problem keeping up with us. We kept going, checking doorways as we went along. Half of the rooms were empty; the other half didn’t seem to have a purpose we understood. If the race had vanished a long time ago, maybe they’d packed up and left the world in search of somewhere else.

Eventually, we came to a large door, with nowhere to go but back or through it. Beside it a smaller slab stood, probably a maintenance closet. The large door had a viewscreen on it, but with the power out, it was blank, so we couldn’t see what was on the other side.

“This has to lead somewhere important. It’s the first entry with a viewscreen, and it’s much larger than all the others,” I said. “Suma, what do you know about these people?”

“Not much. We study the worlds in school, but I didn’t see what diagram I touched. It was all an accident. If it’s one of the outer worlds, it’s rumored they ran from something, abandoning whole worlds, traveling far away, never to be seen again.” She shifted on her large flat feet.

“Adds up. It looks like these guys left of their own volition, but why?” Slate asked, reaching for the manual lever. “Do it?”

I nodded. “Do it.”

The door opened, and we were hit with a gust of wind, sour air pouring in from outside. I walked over, trying to comprehend what I was seeing. We had to be a couple thousand feet up. Huge buildings were erected into the clouds, with intricate pedway systems between them. The city went on for miles in all the directions I could see from my vantage point. I felt nausea creep upward from my toes to my head, before settling back in my stomach. It looked like something from a nightmare. The sky was dark, electricity shifting from cloud to cloud before shooting lightning bolts down toward the ground.

Slate closed the door to shield us from the blowing wind. “What now?” he asked.

Suma’s back was against the wall, and I remembered she didn’t have an oxygen mask like us. “Suma, can you breathe?”

Her eyes were wide, and her snout frantically flailed. I slipped the mask off my face and hoped giving her oxygen wouldn’t do more harm than good. She breathed deeply through what passed as her nose but was still struggling to get enough air without a proper seal.

Slate opened the small door beside the entry. “It’s a closet. Bingo.” Slate rifled through piles of junk before he pulled out a mask, passing one to me.

“How does it work?” I asked, but Suma was already grabbing it and placing it on her face, twisting a cap on the bottom. It hissed and her panic subsided.

After twenty or so seconds, she removed the mask. “If we go outside, we will need these. The planet’s atmosphere is not stable.”

“There’s no tank on this thing. How does it work?” Slate asked.

She moved her lower arms in a gesture I took to be a shrug. “Look at your mask. Does it have a tank? Same principle.”

I hadn’t given it much thought, but it appeared a filter mask worked with a science that was beyond me. Or it was magic. Either way, I was okay not understanding it.

Slate, on the other hand, was playing with one, trying to comprehend the process.

“It’s the end of the line. Let’s mask up and go out there. The power source may be underneath us, a mile or so from the base of the building,” he said, looking at me for confirmation. When I nodded, he passed me one of the masks. “These look superior to the flimsy airline ones we have attached to us. Let’s use them.”

“What makes you think the power is under us?” I asked.

He pointed inside the closet door, where a paper blueprint hung above a shelf. It showed a few buildings, with blue lines coming from a source below that looked similar to the stones in the room we’d found earlier. It appeared to power a few square miles, each building having lines connecting to it. The image was detailed, and I ripped it off the wall, folding it up and shoving it into a pocket.

“Might come in handy. And here I thought you had some insight into alien technology,” I said, smirking at him. “How do we get down there?”

Slate started for the door. “Let’s find out.”

“Suma, do you want to stay here?” I asked the small alien female, who was already putting the mask back on. Her snout bent to the side inside the glass-encased mask, but she could still speak through her translator, though the squeaks were muffled.

“I will come. I may be of help,” she said.

The last thing I wanted to do was put her in danger, but if we didn’t power up this dead building, we’d all die here, so I didn’t argue with her.

Slate opened the door, the cool stale wind blowing against us again as we moved from the relative safety of the structure to outside. The lightning crackled, startling Suma, who grasped my arm; I patted her hand, letting her know it was okay. Even in the wind and eerily black sky, it was near silent out there, and that added to the strange feeling in my gut.

We were on a balcony that wrapped around the rectangular building. I walked around it, getting much more of the same vantage: miles of similar skyscrapers, all dark and dead, pedways connecting each of them. I pointed to a building next to us. “That has to be where we came from.” I ran a finger in the air, tracing our steps from the room we arrived in, across the pedway, and toward the door we’d met Suma at only a half hour ago. Out here, it looked like our journey so far had been nothing but a quick jaunt across a couple of city blocks. The sheer distance the city went on for, and the fact it was supposed to be abandoned, made me feel uneasy.

Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath of filtered air, calming myself. The only way to get back to New Spero was to power this grid up. I only hoped there was a way to do that below.

Slate was already walking in the other direction, his stride full of purpose. Suma walked along behind him, all four arms firmly at her sides.

“Dean,” Slate called, “I think I found the elevator.”

I hurried to catch up, focusing on them the whole time to forget I was so high up from the ground. I was worried vertigo would kick in and I’d be left clutching a wall, unable to help. I neared and saw the device he was talking about. It was a lift with four sides, but no visible cables. “What do we do with this?”

Suma stepped forward, pulling a small tablet from a pocket on the back of her uniform. “There is an energy reading still. Sometimes these civilizations ensured they wouldn’t get stuck, so they had backup systems in place.”

Slate looked at her dubiously. “They don’t consider the Shandra worthy of backup power?”

Suma just did her lower arm shrug again and continued. “I don’t begin to suggest I understand their reasoning. The lift appears to be controlled by these foot pedals.” She pointed with her top left hand to a spot where two metal squares were etched with different symbols on each.

We were all standing on the lift, looking closely at the floor, when Suma crawled over and pressed one of them. We didn’t have time to react as we started to move very quickly. I fell, pressure keeping me down on my knees as we lifted higher and higher. “Stop it,” Slate croaked.

Suma hit the same lever again, and we came to a stop at the next level. I stood up, this time getting a full view of the city. We were even higher, twice as high as we were, and even in the darkness, I could make out an ocean of lava in the deep distance. To the other side, mountains, as black as midnight, loomed like a bad omen. No wonder these people had left their home.

“I’m going to guess the other lever takes us down?” I hadn’t finished the question when Suma hit the lever, and we were quickly descending. This time, knowing it was happening, we were able to stay on our feet. I grasped the railing on the side of the lift, as did the other two, and I wondered if a harness system would have been safer.

As we lowered, I kept my eyes out for a structure we’d seen on the blueprint. There it was, a few standard blocks away, maybe half a mile in total. I only hoped we’d find a way to turn the power source on once we got there. I pointed toward it, and Slate nodded as the lift slowed and stopped at ground level.

We exited the lift, my legs and stomach both glad to be off the thing. The ground was made of a concrete-like substance, and considering how long it had sat at rest, there were very few breaks in it. Every twenty or so feet, I could see signs of something trying to come up through it. Nature always took over, unless you were on an abandoned alien planet. Maybe the lava and lightning were what constituted nature on this world. I didn’t intend to be here long enough to find out.

Slate moved with efficiency, Suma and I following along, me with my gun at ready, though I could see no sign of any threats. It never hurt to be prepared.

Suma began to slow, and I slowed alongside her. “Are you going to be okay?”

Her snout twitched under the clear face-plate of the filter mask. She squeaked a reply. “I’ll be fine. We don’t move this much at home.” I kept with her slower pace, Slate eventually noticing we weren’t right behind him. He slowed as well but kept fifty yards ahead.

There wasn’t much of interest down on this level: mostly just the bases of the skyscrapers, and some maintenance sheds. The living appeared to all happen above ground on this planet, or at least in this city. It wasn’t long before we made it to our target. The building, a squat, square brick-walled complex, looked out of place among the thin, cloud-high structures around it.

I ran a gloved hand along the smooth stone walls as we looked for a door. It all worked together: the traveling stones, the gemstones in the clear cylinder up top, and now this. My mind flashed to the stones we’d worn to stay on Earth while everyone else was lashed into the ships. It all worked together on a scale as large as our universe. One day, I suspected we’d understand it all. Today, I just wanted to find a door, get some power, and leave.

“Over here,” Slate said from around the corner. It was still quiet down on the ground, but the wind was blowing small debris around. Pebbles and small metal sheets clattered down the streets, reminding me the planet wasn’t so much different from our own.

Suma and I rounded the side of the building. Slate was there, pulling on the door. It wouldn’t move. I grabbed hold of what had to be the handle, and we both tugged on it, even putting our legs on the wall for leverage. Nothing.

“Keep looking for another way in?” I asked, but Slate was shaking his head.

“I’m growing tired of this place.” He lightly shoved me back and unslung his pulse rifle, red beam blowing a hole in the rocks. He did this a few times, until the opening was large enough to get through.

Suma had jumped and hid behind me. “You’re safe, Suma.”

She shook until Slate put the gun away. “What is that?” she asked.

“It’s a gun; a weapon.”

She tested the word, a strange sound through her small snout. “Weapon.”

“You don’t have guns where you come from?” I asked, curious that a race might be non-violent. No wonder she hadn’t seemed too afraid of our guns when we’d encountered her. She was just afraid of seeing pasty near-hairless aliens.

“We don’t have guns.” She didn’t elaborate.

“Boss, can we do this later?” Slate was getting into Rambo mode, and I was good with that. I closed my eyes for a split second, seeing Slate standing over Mae’s bleeding body. Target down. I shook it off and patted Slate on the shoulder.

“We can do this later. Let’s get some power.”


SEVEN

The inside of the power plant, for lack of a better term, was black. Our LEDs lit the way as we entered, guns raised against the off chance we were about to be ambushed. We stood at rest, listening for any sounds. All we heard was the wind dancing around outside the hole in the wall.

Slate motioned us forward, and Suma stayed behind me. I couldn’t tell if she was more afraid of the unknown or of Slate. Either way, I would try to keep her feeling safe. We were in a small room with lockers along the wall and a table in the middle of the room. I searched through the cubbies, finding uniforms and heavy boots. The material was thick on everything, but clearly made for something other than a human. I held one of the one-piece uniforms up, and imagined thin legs and a tail, with arms down to their knees. I guessed I’d never know for sure.

In the middle of the room, Slate searched under the table, and found an assortment of tools. Some looked much like ones you’d find in any house’s garage, and others were far more complex. “I hope we don’t need to use one of these to turn the power on.” Slate held up a device with ten prongs sticking out of it, and what looked like thousand-year-old grease piled on each tip.

Suma walked over to him, sorting the tools on the table, not saying anything. I smiled and headed for a doorway that would lead us further inside.

“Are you ready?” I asked, more for the sake of saying it than needing to.

Slate was always ready. He nodded, raising his gun as I turned the handle, feeling the years of neglect fight me as I pressed the lever. It eventually moved, and I pulled, opening us up into the next room. It was the right door, which was good, because it was the only door.

“This is it,” Slate whispered as we walked inside the large open bay room. Machinery sat in clumps along the edges of the room, but the center was what drew our eyes. A massive clear crystal the size of a dump truck sat glimmering as our lights reflected off it. The thousands of edges on it each angled the light out in a beautiful pattern around the room’s wall and ceiling. “Isn’t that something.”

It was. Where the crystals in the “boiler room” we’d seen up top had been glowing a tiny bit, this one was dead. It was just a crystal down here. The largest single crystal I’d ever seen, but it was here.

“Does the rock power things, or does it just act as a transmitter?” Slate asked, and I shrugged, having no idea.

Suma came behind us, her black eyes even wider than normal. She walked around the room, and just as I was about to tell her to be careful, I noticed she wasn’t just out for a stroll; she was figuring it out. She found an input into the crystal and traced it back to the machines sitting idly around the edges of the room.

Five minutes later, she was standing at a large machine that looked like a combination of a commercial furnace, an icemaker, and an oil derrick. It was just ten feet wide and twelve or so high, but she stood at the hunk of junk like it was going to be our savior.

“What do you have there, Suma?” I asked, breaking her from her analysis.

“This is the start. We fire this up, the rest will follow. In ideal scenarios.” The small alien continued to astound me. Clare would love this one. Mary would too. I’d been trying to forget about my friends and loved ones since we’d traveled, just wanting to focus on the task at hand. Thinking about Mary and getting back to her gave me a well-needed boost of energy.

“What do we do?” Slate asked, hands ready to work.

“We have to get each operational again. Mostly cleaning and lubricating.”

A few minutes later, we started moving from machine to machine, of which there were about seven, leading up to the initial power generator. Slate held the ten-headed lubricator tool and stuck it out, trying to get me to take it.

“No way. You made the joke earlier, you deal with it. It’s only fair.” I spoke too soon, because that meant I was crawling under the machines to make sure the wiring was in place and intact. They looked different than the cables I was used to, but I imagined the principle held the same. They were thick, round, and clear. Instead of metal as the conductor, it looked like a fiber-optic material, possibly the same as the crystal. I wasn’t sure.

An hour later, we were covered in dirt, grease, and sweat, but Suma thought they just might be operational.

“Let’s move back, just in case something goes terribly wrong,” I suggested, moving from the center of the room to the side, beside the first machine, from where we could also make a quick exit.

“It has a hard start,” Suma said, moving to a panel on the machine. It had a touchscreen on the outside, but it was dark.

“How do you know all this?” I asked her.

“My father is the Gatekeeper, and my mother studies how other races tick. She’s a technology expert of many solar systems. She wants me to take after her, so I’ve learned how to understand machines.”

“Is that what you want to do?” I asked.

Her lower arms raised up into her version of a shrug. “I suppose. I really want to take after my father, but after today, I suspect I’ll never be allowed in the Shandra again.”

Her honesty was refreshing, and I hoped we could get her home to hash it all out. Whatever she did, she’d do it well. Her hands found what looked like a large primer and pushed it, while turning a knob to the left and holding it. Soon my feet vibrated, along with the floor.

“You did it!” Slate exclaimed. Suma beamed, her snout twitching inside her filter mask.

Lights appeared on the first machine’s touchscreen, and symbols I didn’t recognize glowed on a white background. Suma peered at them thoughtfully before hitting a series of icons. The vibrations increased as each machine began to spring to life, one at a time, ten or so seconds between them.

Recessed wall lighting glowed white as the power made its way around the room, and soon our suit lights were unnecessary. Mine turned off automatically, and I saw Slate’s do the same. My friend was grinning ear to ear, and he stuck his fist out for a bump. I happily obliged.

“You’re amazing, Suma. How long before…” I stopped asking the question as the huge crystal began to glow from the center out. It was like watching the sunrise from a high vantage point. One moment it’s dark, the next a soft glow, and in a while, you’re covered in all the sun’s glory. We stared at the stone for five minutes, feeling the energy vibrate off of it. A series of cords glowed from underneath it, snaking out toward the city, the clear fiber optics blue with energy. It was a brilliant sight. Eventually, we had to avert our eyes to avoid damaging them.

“Time to see if our building is up,” I said, making for the exit. “Great work, Suma. Your parents will be proud of you.” Her pace slowed at this, and I put an arm around her short shoulders.

“Thank you, Dean,” her translator said after a small squawk.

We headed outside and could already see the effect of the power being on. Buildings started to light up floor by floor, until we were covered in the soft glow of a long-dead city block. Street lights I hadn’t even seen before were on, lighting our way back to the tower.

“That’s better,” Slate said, casually walking with his rifle slung over his shoulder. “We should be able to get back up and to the room in twenty minutes.”

I was happy with that timeline. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been gone, but it hadn’t been more than a couple of hours yet. Given the circumstances, that was a win.

The sounds of the city had changed when the power turned on. There was a constant hum as things turned on for the first time in centuries. In a few lower buildings, which appeared to be stores of some sort, I spotted screens playing advertisements.

“Hold on,” I said, walking over to one. A thin alien, with a tail as large as its legs, talked to the audience, his language silent through the glass window. His face was long, with no visible nose and a slit of a mouth. His eyes were deep-set and marble-sized, black as the night was now. He pointed up, long arms extended to a sky that was still partly blue but in the middle of a lightning storm. “I think this was before they left. Before things got too bad here.” The video was short, ending and repeating on a loop.

The constant hum we’d been hearing accelerated, and the ground shook violently, almost enough to send us sprawling. I grabbed the wall, and Slate caught Suma, steadying her.

“That can’t be good,” Slate said, looking around for a sign of trouble.

“Who knows what happened when we fired it up? Maybe we caused an explosion in a building’s power system.” I was going to say more, but a loud screech cried through the air, causing us all to cover our ears.

When I looked up, five small drone-like ships were hovering near us. They were each only about a foot across, but the red lights flashing on them made me think they weren’t there to guide us home.

A series of robotic commands came through the front one’s speakers, and Suma’s translator automatically relayed the message. “You are trespassing. Drop any weapons. Place hands on your heads.”

The message repeated twice before we caught it all. “What happens if we don’t?” I asked quietly, hoping Slate was on the same page as me. Our eyes locked, and his finger twitched, ready for a trigger. I spun, pushing Suma behind me, and fired my rifle in quick succession, hearing Slate do the same thing. The unsuspecting drones didn’t even move as we blew four of them out of the air, scrap metal falling to the ground in a clank. That left one, which flew away spewing out commands Suma’s translator didn’t pick up.

“Run!” I said, keeping Suma in front of me. The drone was following us, and we were only half a block from the lift to bring us back to the platform where we’d started this city walk. Small blasts hit the ground between us as we zigged and zagged down the road, Slate firing back over his shoulder as we ran.

Just as we neared the lift, Slate turned, stood firmly, and took aim just as a red beam fired at him. He let off a volley of shots, being rewarded with a small explosion. He jumped to the side to avoid the red beam, which ended up hitting the ground at my feet. “Yeah!” he cheered.

“Let’s get out of here.” I moved to the lift and we all got on, Suma hitting the pedal again. The sooner we got back, the sooner we’d get the hell out of this abandoned nightmare. The lightning seemed to be flashing more often now, and after having been below, walking the city streets, I could see why a race would want to leave this place. It was unnerving.

The lift carried us upward, my knees holding firm against the sudden change in trajectory.

“What’s that noise?” Suma asked, moving to the side of the lift.

I hadn’t heard anything, but when I concentrated, there was a constant hum again, this one getting louder by the second.

Suma pointed, and Slate and my gazes followed along to see a cloud moving to intercept us.

“What the hell is it?” Slate asked, his voice panicked, but it only took us a few more seconds to answer that. It was a horde of drones.


EIGHT

“We have to get inside!” I yelled as the lift stopped short of the platform we needed to get to. “Suma?”

“It’s stuck.” She pressed the pedals, but nothing happened. “Maybe they jammed it.”

We were only five feet from the ledge, and Slate jumped, pulling himself up with a grunt. I saw the cloud of drones coming in fast, and at this distance, I could make out individual units, rather than a clump of them. We were running out of time.

Slate’s hand reached down, and Suma grabbed it. He pulled her up with ease as I jumped, grabbing the ledge myself. I worked at pulling myself up, the months of training having done wonders for my upper body strength. The first laser fire hit as I rolled to my side on the platform, Slate and Suma already running for the doorway. I chased after them, smoking holes appearing on the walkway around me as the hundred or so drones fired away at us.

The door was there, and Slate got it open, ushering Suma in first. When he turned to let me in, I felt the shot hit. It burned into my leg, nearly causing me to fall, but Slate grabbed hold of my collar and threw me inside like a bouncer tossing a drunk onto the street. He slammed the door shut behind us, pulse fire hitting the outside of the building like rain on a tin roof on a hot summer day.

“Will it hold?” I asked no one in particular. My leg was bleeding, but it looked more like a graze than serious damage.

Suma was moving down the hall to a touchscreen on the wall, which was lit up in glowing green light.

“If I can…” Her mask was off her face, and her snout was straight forward, the ends of it mechanically moving back and forth. The gesture seemed a mixture of concentration and nerves. Her thick hands fluttered across the screen deftly, and in a minute, the firing ceased.

Slate was activating the window screen on the access, which had been black before we had the power on. It now showed us what was on the other side. The hundred or so drones had stopped attacking and were slowly moving back the way they’d come.

“Great work, Suma. How did you do that?” I asked.

“I knew they would be linked to the network somewhere. I just had to break through their clearance settings. It was basic. We’ve had this technology for centuries.” She made it seem so easy, and I stumbled toward her, throwing my arms around the small alien girl.

She didn’t seem to understand the gesture at first, but soon I felt her four arms wrap around me, and Slate was there, picking both of us up.

“Quite the team. You did well, little buddy.” He patted the girl on the shoulder, and she beamed, her big black eyes wide. “You too, boss.” As if I needed the motivation. My calf was burning up, but I knew we could get back soon if the device would work. Slate slipped some water out of my bag, and we all drank, relishing the refreshment. I realized just how tired I was; the exhaustion of the day started to take its toll.

I found a bandage inside the pack, and after rolling up my pant leg and painfully washing the wound with a liberal amount of water, I placed the cloth over my calf. It stung but already felt better. They evidently had improved the bandage, because if I didn’t know better, it was healing me on contact.

“Time to go home, Suma.” I got up, and we started to walk back the way we’d come. The place was lit now that the power was on, making it much easier to see our surroundings. I could see the signs of centuries of vacancy, even in the sealed corridors. Our footprints were still on the floor, evidence we’d been the first people to tread on the floors in a long time. When I closed my eyes, I could feel the echo of a race that had once lived vibrantly in a technologically advanced society. I prayed they still lived and thrived on a new world, much like we would on New Spero.

The trip was fast, and soon we were walking past the room I thought of as the boiler room, the stones glowing blue, energy thrumming out into the halls and rooms of the high-rise. We kept moving, arriving at the Shandra, the room we’d started our adventure in.

“Here goes nothing,” I said, approaching the door. My heart pounded in my chest, my face getting flushed as I worried the room would be dark, dead. We’d be stuck forever on this horrible empty world.

The door slid to the side with a hiss, and Suma let out a tweet her translator didn’t relay. The room was dim, but as we entered it, the hieroglyphs came to life along the walls. So many places to see, so many worlds out there. I couldn’t let my brain think about it, because it made everything I knew seem so small and insignificant. If there were hundreds of known worlds with rooms just like this, that meant the universe was so much larger than even the corner we’d seen, travelling faster than light and traversing wormholes.

Suma led us to the center of the room, where the table stood.

“Which world do you need to go to?” she asked.

Slate and I looked at each other. The sickening feeling that had finally started to subside was back.

“Proxima. We call it New Spero.” My own voice sounded distant to my ears.

She looked at the icon options. “Which one?”

“We don’t know. Until a couple of hours ago, we had no idea what a Shandra was, or that we could use them to travel between worlds,” I said, trying to keep calm, but failing.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know where your home is.” The squeaks came out softly, and I could tell that Suma was upset she couldn’t help us.

“Your father is a Gatekeeper?” Slate asked, showing more common sense than me.

“Yes. My world’s finest, and we come from an ancient lineage of gatekeepers.”

“Then he’ll know how to get us home.” Slate slid his pack and rifle off his shoulders and nodded to the table. “Take us there.”

“I can’t. If I bring strangers through, he’ll be very upset. I wasn’t supposed to be using it. I’ll never be allowed through again.” Her squawks rose in pitch.

“Suma, he’ll understand. I’ll take the blame,” I said, hoping the rest of her race were as sensible and kind as she’d been.

“Okay. I do want you to make it home. I like you both.”

I smiled at this, and Slate’s face stayed intense and impassive. I wondered to what lengths the big man would have gone to twist her arm into helping us. I pushed it away, since we weren’t going to have to find out.

“Are you ready?” she asked. We held our belongings and said that we were.

She used the console on the table, tapping an icon with four arrows crossing over each other like a compass. A mountain range stood behind the symbol. Soon the rock lit up, and the room went so brilliant I had to close my eyes. This trip was far less startling, since we hadn’t been moving and were expecting it, but I still felt nauseous as the light dimmed, and we found ourselves in a totally different place.

A siren emanated from beyond the door at the far side of the space. This room was massive, at least twenty times the size of the last one, and the pillars stood a great distance apart. The floor was white, like pristine marble, not a speck of dirt evident to my gaze. The walls were adorned with pictures on screens, reminding me of my favorite section of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. New York suddenly felt like a lifetime ago. I looked up, but the light coming from the ceiling was too bright for me to see how high the room went up.

“Tell me this is your home,” I whispered to Suma, who gave a lift of her snout, which I was starting to associate as a smile.

“It is home.”

The doors opened, and a dozen beings entered, their thick legs and torsos looking a lot like Suma’s, but they were at least twice her size, dwarfing even Slate. “Oh boy,” I said under my breath as Suma stepped between us and the quickly advancing entourage of her people.

“Stop,” she said, twitching at how loud her own voice came out. She fiddled with something on her sleeve, and when she spoke again, the translator was turned off. It was a private conversation, and she didn’t want us to be part of it.

A man at the front of the group knelt as he arrived at Suma, wrapping his four arms around the smaller alien. He squawked at her, his voice much deeper and more threatening than hers. She visibly shrank at his admonishing, and I instantly knew the sight of a daughter being disciplined by her father. A minute later, he rose, lightly pushing Suma behind him, and he stepped forward until he was only two yards from us. I saw Slate tense beside me, so I reached a hand out, setting it on his arm. “It’s okay,” I said, hearing my words translate through Suma’s father’s suit.

“It is not okay. You should not be here, hoomans.” The last word came out wrong, and it felt all the more ominous for the misnomer.

“We agree. We just want to get home,” I said, adding a hint of supplication to my voice. “Suma is an amazing child, and we can’t thank her enough for helping us get out of that city.”

“From the sounds of it, she wouldn’t have been able to get back without you two either. I suppose I owe you some gratitude,” his deep bird-like words translated.

“We really just want to get back. We don’t want to waste any of your time, sir.”

He motioned for the rest of his crew to relax, and a few of them left the room, their heavy steps echoing in the large open chamber.

“You now know of the Shandra, and I cannot allow you to leave,” he said, pausing, and Slate reached for his gun, “without being trained how to use it properly.” Slate lowered it, giving me a side glance. At least I knew he was always ready to survive. I needed a guy like that at my side.

“Come, we will take refreshment.” He turned, leading us away.

“You sure this is a good idea, boss?” Slate asked when we were a good ten yards behind Suma’s father.

“If we’re going to win a war against the Bhlat, I have a feeling we’ll need every trick in the book.”

Slate’s eyes lit up, and I could see him already beginning to calculate how we could use the Shandra to our advantage. I had an inkling and hoped the training we received would be enough to implement it and change the tides of the inevitable war that was coming.


NINE

“Goodbye, Suma,” I said, hugging the small Shimmali girl. We’d learned a lot about their people in the short couple of hours on her world. I promised we’d be back, and she was excited to meet my mate, as she called Mary. “Thank you, Sarlun.” I stuck a hand out to Suma’s father, who, once you got to know him, was a strong and intelligent man. It made a lot of sense to have this man guarding their portal to other worlds. Shimmal was a small tropical world, with lush green trees rising hundreds of yards in the air as far as the eye could see. They lived on a fruit-like diet, and though they had an abundance of amazing technology, they elected to stay grounded and close to nature. It was a prime example of an elevated society.

Suma and Sarlun left us at the table, now having confidence we could get back home. I slid the tablet into my pack. It contained the star charts for every Shandra planet out there, and with it, we could go anywhere. There were also notes on each civilization from each planet they had on record. There were some that remained unknown, and Sarlun urged me to avoid many more. When he handed me the tablet, I swore I would.

I waved as the door closed, and Slate and I were left alone in the bright white room.

“What do you think, boss?” Slate asked.

“I think knowledge is power, and we’re a lot smarter after today. I also think I need to go back and make sure my fiancée and Magnus made it out safely.” If they or my sister were hurt based on our disappearance, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. Sarlun assured me some beings were drawn to the stones like a Slil to a flame, which I assumed was something akin to a moth. When I’d told him about my near out-of-body experience when I first found New Spero’s portal, he just gave what could only be a knowing smile.

I tapped the table, like I’d been taught, and found the symbol we determined to be that of New Spero.

“Ready?” I asked, and Slate nodded his assent. The icon glowed as I touched it, and the room went bright once again.

When I opened my eyes, we were inside the cavern, the etched hieroglyphics glowing softly. I now found myself recognizing some of the symbols and felt the power this new tool at our disposal had.

“Quick, let’s see if we can find any signs of our friends.” I ran for the doorway, Slate following behind, his rifle at the ready. We hurried through the caves, back the way we’d come, and at the entrance, elected to go the other direction, deep into the mountainside. Cold air filled the halls, the smell of decaying meat mixing with the stale breeze.

“This way,” Slate said, taking the lead. We emerged in a large room, where the signs of a battle were evident. I saw dozens of dead animals and a lot of blood. Scraps of human clothing lay in tatters across the floor, and I knew there was no way everyone had made it out alive. The urge to cry out for Mary was strong, but I didn’t want to draw attention to the deadly animals if they were still lingering around a corner.

“Let’s go. I think they got out. Look,” he said, pointing to footprints in the pools of blood. They were heading the way out. I saw signs of those same footprints as we went back for the exit, and soon we were back outside, freezing cold air filling my lungs as I ached to scream Mary’s name.

The snow was still falling heavily, any signs of footprints long gone. We’d been away all day, at least eight hours, and when we reached the spot where the transport vessel had been sitting, there was no evidence one had ever been there.

“Damn,” I said quietly.

“Come in, Terran Five,” Slate said into his headset. He repeated it a few times, but he just got static in return. “Looks like we’re walking. You up for it?” He glanced at my injured leg.

“I think I can make it. I’m more worried about freezing to death.”

“The sooner we get moving, the sooner we’re warm.” Slate started to walk, taking my pack again.

Terran Five was only a couple of miles away, and even though the snow was piling around us, making each step a difficult one, I knew I’d find Mary at the other end, and that was enough to keep me moving at a fast pace.

____________

Mary and I sat side by side on a couch, hot coffee on the table in front of us. I felt like I’d never be warm again, even though I’d been inside for an hour already. Her arm was bandaged; otherwise, she looked no worse for wear.

Her hand slid over to me, intertwining her fingers with mine. We left the rest unspoken. We’d both thought there was a chance we’d lost the other today, and the relief was great as Slate and I showed up at the gates. They’d told us Magnus and Mary had returned with the missing people. I’d fallen to my knees as they said the words, half from the pain in my calf, half from happiness that they were all right, no thanks to me.

Magnus walked into the room, smiling wide at the sight of us on a couch. “You guys make this all seem so normal.” The hospital waiting room was cramped, and with Magnus in it, the space we had shrank in half.

“I just want to see my sister,” I said, butterflies dancing in my stomach as we waited. Mary assured me she was going to be fine. Isabelle had been bitten by one of the creatures and had lost a lot of blood, but she was in good hands.

We gabbed, me finishing my story about the Shandra while drinking coffee. An hour or so later, a nurse approached us and told me I could come in.

“Are you coming?” I asked Mary.

She shook her head. “You go alone. She needs her brother.”

I understood but still wanted her by my side. Setting my cup down, I got up on a sore leg and realized just how exhausted my body was. I’d end up in a hospital bed myself if I didn’t get some rest soon. I took tentative steps while following the nurse down the short corridor, and after a few doors, she led me into a room with beeping machines and blinking lights. My sister lay on the bed; bags were hooked up to her, and her eyes were closed.

I went to the bedside, reaching out to grab her hand. She looked so small and pale. Someone moved in the corner of the room, and I noticed we weren’t alone.

“Hey, are you a doctor?” a familiar voice asked.

The day had been rough, so when I saw the man’s face, I nearly dropped to the ground. I hadn’t seen him in a long time, not since a few months after the Event.

“Dean?”

It was James.

My old friend came toward me, a questioning look on his face.

“James! What are you doing here?” I asked.

“What am I doing here? What are you doing here is the better question!” Both of our voices had risen, and I saw Isabelle stirring from her slumber. “You’re supposed to be dead.” He lowered his voice; the word dead was nearly an inaudible whisper.

I grabbed the man, hugging him fiercely. Seeing someone from my pre-Event life brought it all back, and I stood there holding James, tears flowing freely from my eyes. When we pulled apart, his eyes were red and puffy, probably a match for my own. “I’m not dead,” was all I could bring myself to say.

“Am I?” a small voice asked from the bed.

“No, Issy. You’re not dead.” I turned to her, really seeing my little sister for the first time. She looked so much older than the last time I’d seen her. Seven years was a long time. Seven years with interstellar travel, and life on a harsh colony planet, could be a lifetime.

“But… how?” she asked.

James pulled up two chairs, and we sat there, each telling our stories of how we ended up together on this night. Theirs was far longer than mine, but luckily with much less danger. Until today, when Isabelle had gone out to help a lame horse in the snowstorm.

“And you two?” I asked, looking from face to face.

James nodded. “We heard you were dead. Magnus held a ceremony for you all, one that Dalhousie wouldn’t sanction. He said she never believed you were lost. Issy and I were among the few that knew you, and the only people there that knew you before everything. From our old lives. We’d both been through a lot, just like everyone, and our connection drew us together. She saved my life, Dean.” He said the simple words, used over and over by people over the ages, but in this case, I believed him. His face was full of lines, his hair gray and receding, but there was a sparkle in his eyes that only the love of another human could provide.

“I couldn’t be happier for you two. I’ll come back later with Mary. We can go on a double date.” I laughed at how silly it sounded, but maybe something so normal would be good for all of us. “You sure you’re okay?”

Isabelle slowly nodded, her eyes sagging closed. “Dean. I’m so glad you’re here. I love you.”

“I love you too, sis.” I patted the back of her hand lightly, and her eyes fully closed.

“She needs some sleep. Coffee?” James asked, and we stood, leaving the room to its beeping machines and blinking lights.

____________

Terran Five was quite the complex. I could hardly consider it a normal city, since most of the buildings were connected via corridors and pedways. It reminded me of the alien bases and cities I’d seen. Were we heading in the same direction as those other races? They did it here because of the long cold months, where being outside for more than a minute could result in frostbite, or worse.

Our rooms were in a visitor apartment, not far from the landing pad and military base, and we were grateful for the private suite.

Light crept in through the windows, the midday sun occasionally peeking past the thick cloud cover that T-5 never seemed to get rid of. Mary was still sleeping soundly beside me, her chest rising up and down slowly in a mesmerising flow, lulling me into a semi-conscious state. I’d slept for a solid eleven hours, and I still felt like I needed more.

Mary and Magnus had left me in the transport, worried I was dying of some unknown cause, and I let them know they were right to do so. The lives of the colony people were more important at that moment. They followed the tracks into the cavern and were ambushed by a few of the creatures as they entered the room where I’d seen the blood. All in all, they killed twenty or so of the wild animals before the rest scampered away, but they got their say in, biting Mary in the arm and Magnus in the thigh.

One of the colonists had been dead on arrival, but the other three had made it back, Isabelle being the worst off. As I watched Mary sleeping, I wished I could have been there to help, but knew the resource I’d found was more important. I’d told Magnus and Mary about it, and we decided to keep it under our hats for the time being. If we passed the details on, we had no idea what kind of abuse the Shandra would suffer, or for whose cause. No, we would keep the information to ourselves, and make that decision when the time came.

“Dean?” Mary asked as she rolled over and rested her head on my chest. It was familiar and comforting.

“I’m awake. Just thinking.”

“I was dreaming that we took a vacation. I don’t know where we were, but there was a beach, and some drinks.” Her warm breath was lulling my eyes closed.

“We should go on a vacation. Or find somewhere on New Spero to relax for a while.”

“We should. Let’s talk to Magnus about helping us set it up,” Mary said before her breathing deepened again, and I decided to close my eyes. Today could wait; I needed more rest.

Sleep came, and I rolled fitfully as I dreamed of the Shandra, the star map, and the palm-sized Deltra device I still had stashed away.


TEN

“I can’t tell you how good it was to spend some time with you. With both of you,” I said, looking across the table at my sister and James. “You look great, sis.”

“I feel about a million times better. You didn’t have to stay all week, you know. James was here for me.” Isabelle glanced over at her husband. I’d learned they’d been married last year. It brought a dichotomy of feelings to me. On one hand, I was so happy they’d both found love, but on the other, I was upset I hadn’t been there for either of them, and I’d missed my little sister’s wedding.

“It’s been great to see you too.” Mary had met them each once after the Event, but both occasions had been a whirlwind of rushing, interviews, and politics. For us to be able to spend a week with them, just talking and playing games, was priceless.

It still felt strange to see everyone around us seven years older. It was as if we’d blinked and missed out on such a huge important chunk of everyone’s lives.

“Mom would love seeing us like this. She always wanted us to spend more time together. I’m sorry I was such a spoiled brat when I was younger. I don’t blame you for not coming to the coast with us. You had your own life, even though I didn’t know it back then,” Isabelle said. “I’m sorry about Janine too.” She looked sideways at Mary and gave a small smile that said, “Sorry for bringing her up.”

“Thanks. It is all pretty unbelievable.” I’d told her about Mae, and how it was really Janine, the woman I’d met those long years ago in Central Park. To Issy, that was fifteen years ago. Hearing my sister talk about our mother and father over the past few days brought up a lot of pushed-down emotions. It was easy to forget all the things and people who made you what you were when you didn’t have anyone reminding you of them.

“You guys are off?” James asked, stating the obvious. We were at the Terran Five landing pad, inside the hangar to keep the cold blowing snow off of us while we waited for the rest of our crew.

“Back to Terran One, and then we don’t know. We’ll be in touch, one way or another,” I said, spotting Slate coming through the doors and heading our way. Magnus had left the day after the mountain. He needed to get back to his family, but Slate wouldn’t leave until we did. His loyalty was to a fault, and I really appreciated it. We’d been through a lot together.

We took turns doing the hug goodbye dance, Isabelle and I locking eyes for a moment, and my heart longed to go back to those days in the country. Dad would be tinkering in the garage, and Mom’s nose would be stuck in a book, sitting at the front door, letting the sun cast its glorious rays on her for the afternoon. It made me miss them both so much.

Mary must have seen the misting of my eyes, because she kissed my cheek and led me away.

“Keep in touch, buddy,” James said, waving when I looked back.

“You know I will.” These were the people I needed to protect. They all needed protecting, and deep down, I knew we had to go on the offensive. There would be no beach vacations for Mary and me. Not until the Bhlat were dealt with.

The transport vessel that was earmarked for us sat fueled and ready to go, the doors already open. Mary would pilot it, and Slate took the back seat so he could stretch out.

Soon we were lifting off, my tablet full of downloaded images from my sister and best friend’s wedding, my heart full yet heavy at the same time.

____________

“You’re telling me there’s still no word from them?” I asked Patty. She looked like any other woman of sixty in our living room, wearing jeans and a sweater. Some things never went out of style, even on a colony planet.

“None.” She sipped her tea and leaned back on the couch.

“And you still think it’s Naidoo cutting off communication with us?” Clare asked from beside the former Earth president.

Patty nodded. “I do.”

We were in our new house’s living room, which was spacious when it was just Mary and me there, but the space was getting tight with our whole crew and extras hanging out. Magnus and Nat were there, with little Dean in tow. I was positive the kid was far better behaved than I’d been at his age.

Slate stood behind us, listening thoughtfully but not saying much. I’d grill him on his thoughts later, maybe over a Scotch in the backyard after dinner.

The back door closed and Nick sauntered into the room, a beer in hand, wearing an apron that said “Kiss the Cook.” They’d really gone all out, bringing supplies from Earth. “Burgers are almost done. Grab your buns and get ‘em while they’re hot.”

I couldn’t believe we were having a barbecue in a house on New Spero. Not just any house, but one that Patty said they’d built for us years ago. It had stood empty and was only a few miles from Magnus and Natalia, which suited us just fine.

Carey nudged my leg as he came in from outside, leaving his perch beside the barbecue that any red-blooded dog would be happy to drool by. The younger pups came along with him, following his lead, and Maggie plopped down on my right foot. I scratched behind her ear, and Carey looked up at me before moving over to Natalia. He hopped up and lay his head on her lap. I caught Nat looking over at me, to make sure I was okay. I loved my time with Carey, and when they left later than day, I would give anything for Carey to stay behind, but I knew he couldn’t. It had been too long. He had a new family now.

“Dean?” Mary elbowed me lightly. The room was looking at me, waiting for a response.

“Sorry, what was the question?” I had been so lost in thought, I hadn’t heard them.

“Do you think we should send someone to Earth?” Patty asked. I didn’t like the way she was looking at me, like there was a secret being passed between us.

“I think it might be a good idea. Maybe it could be resolved by having a face-to-face with them. I’m sure she was pissed after her little puppet man from the station was apprehended, trying to keep our arrival quiet.” Or the Bhlat had already shown up, destroying Earth and stripping it of all its minerals and water. I closed my eyes and pictured people around the world, chained to each other, faces dark with dirt and backs slumped in exhaustion. I wasn’t going to tell the rest of them what I really thought might be happening.

“Food’s ready,” Mary said, changing the subject. I knew she was tired of speculating. “Patty, if you want to send someone to Earth to check on things, I say do it, but know that Dean and I won’t be on that ship. We just got here and can’t leave it all behind again.” Mary’s words poured out hot and fast, her back turned to us in the living room.

I noticed Patty’s eyes widening just slightly before settling back to normal. “I wouldn’t dare, Mary. I was thinking of asking for volunteers.”

Magnus grunted, and I caught the tail end of Nat’s elbow hitting his stomach. That was her way of telling him there was no way he could stick his hand up. Magnus made eye contact with me and winked.

For a minute, no one spoke, everyone seeming to ignore Patty’s comment.

“I’ll do it,” Slate said, speaking for what felt like the first time that evening.

Patty brightened. Slate and I had discussed a plan, should the need arise, but I wasn’t sold that the need was there quite yet.

“Good. I need a strong young man like you beside me.” Patty stood up, moving toward the kitchen, where the food was laid out on our table.

“Wait. What do you mean, beside you?” I asked, following her. Maggie slipped off my foot and trudged along behind me, sitting between my feet when I stopped.

“I’m going,” she said matter-of-factly. “If it’s just the new woman being spiteful, then I’ll talk to her and explain the truth. If it’s the worst, and the Bhlat are there, we need to know.”

“Your people need you here,” Mary said, coming to my side.

She shook her head slowly. “These aren’t my people. I’m not their leader anymore. I’m just Patty. They have leaders at each Terran site, and we have people like Magnus in place to care for us. And now you.” She looked side to side from Mary to me, a sad smile on her face.

“It’s too dangerous.” I didn’t know what else to say. She made a good point. She might be the only one who could talk sense into Naidoo.

“What you all have done for our people hasn’t been dangerous? I’ve sent you across the galaxy only for you to have to kill again, and then come back to see your lives turned upside down. Let me have this. I need it.” Patty grabbed a plate, putting potato salad on it, and prepared a bun for her hamburger.

Doing something as normal as having a barbecue while talking about sending our former president on a ship to a potentially hostile Earth wasn’t the strangest thing I’d seen in the last few weeks.

Should I tell her about the Shandra? I wanted to, but I also didn’t want the details to leak out. If she went to Earth and was taken by the Bhlat, they would have ways to make her talk. I needed to keep the stone portal in our tight little circle.

“I can’t argue with that,” I said. “What do you have to say, General?”

Magnus shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “Believe me, we’ve had this discussion a few times. I never win. I support her at this point.”

Patty walked by him to the pile of burgers Nick had set down. “Damn right you support me.”

“I’ll go,” Clare said, surprising me.

“You will?” Patty asked.

“Me too.” This from Nick. “I have nothing here but some distant family I don’t even know. I’d rather be useful than static.”

“Quite the team I’m amassing. Thank you, everyone.” Patty moved back to the living room, her plate full.

Mary and I stood flabbergasted in the kitchen. Guilt coursed through me, but I wasn’t going to leave so soon after coming. We had a new life here. “Then good luck to you all.” I raised my glass of beer in the air, and we drank to their venture.

Magnus put some music on, trying to break the dark mood that was settling over the room. We chatted, ate until we were stuffed, and drank more than we should have, a group of old and new friends in our house.

It was close to midnight when people started to file out of the door, a friend of Patty’s arriving to usher everyone back to their own places.

“When will you be leaving?” Mary asked Patty as we stood by the door, the night fighting to get inside our house.

“In three days,” Patty said before turning and walking in an unstable line toward the passenger van waiting for her. Magnus and Nat were left with the dogs as the van drove away, a cloud of dust lifting as it moved down the gravel road. It was a lone sound in an otherwise silent night. The only other noise was a humming sound that echoed down the countryside every night as the sun went down, and Natalia explained it was a bug akin to our grasshopper.

“Good party.” Magnus slid his free arm around Natalia’s waist. His other arm was propping up his son Dean, who was sound asleep with his face tucked into his dad’s neck.

“It was nice to have you all over,” Mary said. I hardly heard them. The journey my new crew was about to take worried me too much. “Dean?”

I was at the edge of the front porch, my toes hanging over the first step, staring up at the sky. I saw thousands of points of light in the dark space above. Could I travel near some of them with the Shandra, or were most of those stars dead a long time ago? The chaos of the universe threatened to overtake me. So many worlds, each with their own climates, animals, plants, and insects. So many other races of beings. So much love and hate, peace and violence.

“Dean?” Natalia asked this time, and I could make out her soft footsteps on the wooden porch. “It’s okay, you know? It isn’t your responsibility.” Her hand moved to my shoulder. She was right, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was my calling.

I remembered working for a big accounting firm in New York when I first started out. They’d seen something in me: the way I worked overtime, how I was extremely affable with the clients, and how I always got the job done before the deadline. I was promoted a couple times and felt the weight of the company on my young shoulders.

One day, I couldn’t take it anymore. I was working too much, and too hard for someone in his twenties, and I ended up quitting, taking the plunge to become my own boss. I’d thought they would fall apart. There was no way they could survive without me. The thing was, they didn’t just survive; they flourished. A new guy came in, attracted some huge corporate clients, and they were on top of the world. Lesson learned: you’re always replaceable, just like I’d replaced that muscle-bound army guy in the Boathouse that night I’d met Janine.

I blinked, and the stars zoomed back out, just pinpoints of light again. “Thanks, Nat. You’re right. My place is here with my friends. We deserve a break, don’t we, babe?” I called back to Mary, who stood in the dim glow of the porch light smiling at me.

“We sure do. Maybe we can make our own little mini-Dean.” I winked at her, and we all laughed.

“If you’re getting started on that, we’re going to get going. Thanks again, buddy. See you tomorrow?” Magnus asked.

“You bet. I need someone to show me how to use that backhoe so we can get this garden planted,” I answered.

We took turns at the goodbye hugs, and when they walked down to their vehicle, Carey stopped, saying goodbye, jumping up, front paws on my thighs. I leaned down and whispered something to him. He gave me a lick and bounded off after his family. Something was still sitting on my foot after they were all down at the SUV.

“Dean, it looks like someone wants a sleepover. Do you mind?” Magnus called from the driver’s seat.

Maggie looked up at me, her pink nose glistening, head cocked to the side.

“We’d be happy to.” I wasn’t ready for a dog quite yet, but having this little girl stay over for a night seemed harmless enough. For some reason, she seemed to like me.

Soon they were down the road, leaving Mary and me in the silence of the night, outside Terran One, on New Spero. Our new home.

“We made the right decision,” she said quietly.

“I hope so.”

We sat on the porch, sipping our drinks, looking up at the strange night sky, while Maggie slept between us.


ELEVEN

“You have everything you need? Did you bring enough of that egg mixture? It wouldn’t be a trip without Nick’s omelettes.” I made the joke to cover the tension I was feeling. Seeing them loading a ship for the journey back to Earth made it all the more real. They were leaving, and Mary and I were staying behind. It felt wrong.

“Of course we have the mixture. I even managed to pry a couple dozen real eggs from the market downtown.” Nick smiled widely, but I sensed part of him was wishing he could stay. If Clare hadn’t volunteered, I doubted he would have stuck his hand up.

Magnus exited the ship, Slate right behind him. They chatted quietly for a minute, out of earshot of the rest of us, and the younger man nodded along to the advice Magnus was giving him. Slate got a clap on the shoulder, and they walked down the ramp toward the rest of us.

“Slate, take care of everyone, would you?” I asked. “And yourself.” I added the last bit, and he gave me a hard stare.

“I wish you were coming, boss,” he said. “Don’t worry about anything. They’re in good hands with this crew. We’ll make sure Patty gets where she needs to and talks some sense into them. If it’s the alternative, we’ll do what you said. Gather as much information as we can and relay it back.”

“Perfect.”

The trip would take them two months, with another month for any message to get back to us. Waiting that long was going to be next to impossible. My pulse quickened as I thought about the Shandra. Should I try to go to Earth? Sarlun had identified the icon for our home planet, but he did warn me they hadn’t tested it. It could be damaged, making it a one-way trip – or worse. Where would it open up? The unknown made it not only dangerous, but potentially deadly.

Patty arrived wearing a black uniform. The New Spero colony logo of a red sun behind a series of buildings was on a patch sewn onto the breast of the garment. It looked sharp.

“We’ll be in touch along the way,” Patty said to Magnus. “Take care of this place for me.”

I had the urge to disclose the Shandra then but kept it to myself. Slate knew about it, but he wasn’t going to break under pressure, no matter what they did to him. I tried to stop thinking about the worst-case scenario, but lately, that was all I seemed to find myself in.

A half hour later, we watched the ship lift up, then head away; the trip to Earth was under way.

“Godspeed,” Mary said under her breath, and I followed suit, wishing them a safe and uneventful journey.

“They’ll be okay. I have a feeling we’ll hear good news in a couple months.” This from Magnus. I was feeling the opposite but kept it to myself.

“How about we go into town and get some supplies for our garden?” Mary asked, anxious to get working on our little house and yard.

“Deal. See you later, Magnus? We still on for dinner?” I asked.

“As long as you guys are bringing cash for the poker game after.” Magnus and Natalia had invited a few couples from the area over, and since there was no currency on New Spero yet, I had no idea what we were buying into the game with. I had the clothes on my back, and not much more for possessions. “The dogs will be happy to see you both. Maybe Maggie can stay over again?”

Maggie had spent the other night over at our place, hogging the bottom of the bed and waking me up in the middle of the night to go outside. She was really sweet, and having an animal around felt right.

On the other hand, she belonged with her family too. “I know what you’re trying to do. Mag, I really am okay with Carey being with you guys.”

“It just must be so hard. You blinked and seven years went by. He still loves you.”

“I know he does. That’s why I’m happy he’s been able to grow old with people that love him too. I don’t think we’re ready to have another dog yet, but I’ll let Maggie stay over any time she wants.”

Magnus’ suit’s comm beeped, and he tapped his ear. “Good. Thanks for the update,” he said to whoever was on the other side of the conversation. “Our ship just passed the station. I have some work to do. See you two later.”

“Bye,” Mary said, leading the way off the landing pad and toward the SUV we’d been given. Having our own wheels and house was a strange feeling, especially since it was just ours. There were no payments, mortgages, or leases. We were just given the keys, and our names were on the database as owners of them. The rest of the colony participated in the bartering utopia of ideal socialism. I knew it had been tried before on Earth, and while the thought was good, it never worked out as hoped. Patty and the other leaders had high expectations about their colony world.

As we drove into town, the buildings got larger. The roads were paved, and traffic picked up heading into the core of Terran One. It was a couple hours after sunrise, and people were on their way to get supplies for their daily tasks or to work in one of the countless manufacturing plants or stores.

We stopped at an octagonal stop sign: some things were universal, even on another world. My window was down, letting the early morning air creep into the vehicle. The sounds of a six-story apartment complex being erected carried to us, and Mary commented on how lucky we were to have a house in the country.

“I think our days of city living are over,” I said, but as we drove on, we passed some quaint shops, coffee shops, and restaurants, and the idea of leaving your home to walk down the street for dinner did have a certain appeal. It was one of the things I’d always missed about being young and living in Manhattan.

“How have they accomplished this in just a few years?” Mary asked, staring at the impressive inner core of the city.

“I have no clue. I was expecting some metal buildings, cots set up with curtains to separate sleeping chambers, like a field hospital. Maybe not that bad, but you get where I’m going. It must have taken a lot of minds, a lot of work, to come up with plans for five cities.”

“Nat tells me they’re all on the same footprint.”

I thought about Terran Five and inwardly scolded myself for not noticing that. I blamed the exhaustion and the snow-covered streets. “That makes sense. Still…they’ve done something quite amazing.” I followed a white van and turned where it turned. It had Garden Supply painted on the back and sides, and that was where we were headed.

I parked, turning the engine off. “Babe, are you sure this is what you want?” I asked, looking at Mary in the passenger seat. She was in capris and a red tank top, her brown hair pulled into a loose ponytail. I was the luckiest man on New Spero.

I was already starting to sweat, finding we were in the middle of what passed for summer in our region.

“I want a garden, if that’s what you’re asking.” She pulled out her tablet, and she thumbed to the supply list she’d sent the store yesterday. “Should be ready to pick up.”

I set my hand on her left arm as her right reached for the door handle. “That’s not what I mean.”

She stopped, turning to meet my gaze. “Then what?”

“This. Do you want to live in a country house on a strange colony, living out our days tilling the soil and chopping wood?”

She didn’t speak for a minute. “Dean, I just want to be with you. I want the fear of an alien race coming to steal us, or kill us, or enslave us, gone first, though. Then I’m happy to sit on our porch, sipping sweet tea and watching you chop wood, while Mary Jr. plays with dolls beside me.”

I smiled. “Me too. If things go south with our friends at Earth, we have to do something.” I didn’t ask this time; I just said it matter-of-factly.

She nodded. “We will. I’ll be by your side.”

“Mary Jr.?” I laughed, and we got out of the car. “That sounds like a good life to me. Let’s get there and start by loading up a trailer with your garden supplies.”

“My garden supplies? Don’t think you’re going to put all of this on me.”

We walked through the large building’s front doors, which slid to the side as we stepped near them. It reminded me of the large orange box store I had in my hometown, and the comforting smell of wood and soil reached my nose.

There was a pick-up counter to the left, and we approached, waiting in line behind a large man talking to an employee.

“What do you mean, you don’t have any more four-by-eight cedar left? I need twenty to finish my job,” the burly man said, his voice rising.

“Sir, if you’ve noticed, we’re on New Spero, and our tree farms aren’t at full maturation yet. We’ll be happy to substitute oak in place. We still have oak.” The woman was keeping her cool but looked like she’d had about enough of the man berating her.

“Fine, but I’ll be talking to the council about this. Gave away all the damned cedar, even though I’d requisitioned it last month.” He turned from her and looked in our direction. “Can you believe this?”

So much for a utopia. I just shrugged, and we made our way to the woman. “I’d ask how your day’s going, but I think we know,” Mary said to the lady. “We sent our list in yesterday and are here to pick it up.”

“It’s true. You are here.” The forty-something-year-old woman’s eyes grew twice their size, and she nearly squealed. Her name was Tammy, according to the nametag. “Mary Lafontaine and Dean Parker. I heard from Sally that you were here, but I didn’t believe it. I thought it might be some propaganda to keep the people hopeful. But by golly, you’re here in the flesh. You both look so…amazing. Are the rumors true? You got married at an alien court and had to offer your firstborn to their leader to escape?”

I barked out a laugh, and Mary nudged me, suppressing her own laughter. “I have no idea where you’re getting that from, but I assure you…we only have to ‘lend’ our baby to the king for a year.”

Tammy’s eyes grew even larger, and I thought for a moment that they would pop out of her head. “Oh my God!”

“Tammy, relax. She was just kidding,” I assured the frantic woman. “Where did you hear that crazy story?”

She pulled out a stack of what looked like magazines. “From these,” she said, sliding them out like a deck of cards. They weren’t magazines; they were comics.

I grabbed one and read the title. “The Survivors of Earth” was scrawled across the top of the cover in black lettering. A silver ship chasing a dozen smaller, clearly made-up vessels across space, with a gray planet underneath, was the cover image. Red beams fired from the silver ship.

I thumbed it open and saw the artist’s rendition of Mary in a tight body suit. Her figure was modified to the ideals of a teenage boy, and now she did laugh when she saw it. The artist’s Dean looked older than I was; silver streaked the edges of his dark hair. The artwork was good, if not a little exaggerated.

“Can I take these? I’ll bring them back.” I asked, getting a nod from Tammy.

“Only if you sign them after,” she said.

“Sure. Oh, and who makes them?” I asked, looking for a name.

“Leonard. He works at the permits office. He started making these before we came here. Now he has tens of thousands of downloads a month for each new issue. He only prints a few, since paper has become harder to come by.”

“Thanks, Tammy. Now, where can we get our supplies?”


TWELVE

“You guys knew about these?” I asked, waving one of the comics in front of Nat and Magnus. Little Dean made a grab for it, his sticky boy hands trying to reach the paper, but I managed to pull it up in time.

“We did. I’ve had more important things on my mind to talk to you about than comics.” Magnus twisted the cap off a beer and passed me one. “Have you seen issue seven? That’s where we meet. They got it all wrong, but I’m amazed there’s even a passing reference to the reality. Leonard must have had a source on the inside who knew some of our real story.”

“The one where Slate blows up an entire planet was good. How dare that virus try to spread to humans.” Mary grabbed the bottle of red wine and poured herself and Nat a glass.

“Quite the imagination. The stuff happening on Earth, was that true?” I asked.

“Some of it. It was getting bad. The forced treaties and weapons agreements…things got out of hand. We needed to separate ourselves from it. Earth will never be home to us any longer.” Magnus put his arm around Natalia, who gave him a loving gaze.

“Mag, they may still need our help,” she said, ever the caring woman. She inspired me to be better.

“What are we going to do if the Bhlat are there? Fight them? Our fleet isn’t ready for that. If what Dean said is true, and they’ve mined all those worlds, enslaving and killing entire races, then we may be doomed. I’m going to enjoy the food tonight, have a few beers, spend time with my loved ones, and do it all again tomorrow, until we can’t anymore.”

Natalia took a step back, putting herself between her son on his chair and her husband. “You listen to me. If they need our help, we’ll help them. All of this around us isn’t real if the Bhlat are out there threatening it. I will not stand by while my son’s life is in question. And neither will you.” Her pointer finger pushed into his large chest.

He raised his hands in supplication. “I hear you. Okay. I’m with you, but if it comes to it, you’re staying here, and Dean and I will go kick their asses. We’ve done it before and will do it again.”

“Don’t you dare leave me out of this ass-kicking. I’ve been thinking about it since the first time they chased me on that space station, almost killing me. I’m in too.” Mary stuck her glass in the air, and I hesitantly clinked it, along with Magnus and Nat.

The last thing I wanted was to fight the Bhlat, especially with Mary by my side. I wondered if there was a way I could stow her away with Suma, somewhere safe and protected. The Shandra. My mind clicked, and a piece of the puzzle fell into place.

“I have an idea.”

The doorbell rang as the first guests arrived. My friends looked at me, waiting, and when the bell rang again, Magnus stuck a finger in the air. “This conversation isn’t over. Dean, I love it when you have big ideas. It usually means a win for our side.”

____________

The sun beat down on us, and Maggie barked as I threw the ball down the yard. Mary beckoned me from beside the garden, her sun hat covering her face from this angle. I could tell she was excited by her posture.

Maggie ran to my feet, dropping the ball with another bark. I tossed the ball toward Mary, jogging after it while Maggie ran full throttle, ears flopping in the air.

“Look how well it’s coming along,” I said, standing beside Mary, who was beaming at the large assortment of sprouted greens coming from the twenty-by-forty-foot patch of garden. Some food like lettuce was already being used on a daily basis, and others were just growing, their cycle a lot longer from germination to harvest. The last few weeks had been a lot of work but had gone quickly.

“We should be able to feed our wedding guests with our own food,” Mary said.

Maggie dropped the ball at my feet, and I threw it as far as I could; the excited cocker raced after it. The ball bounced off the ground and she hopped, trying to catch it in her mouth but failing. She lay down with it in the cool shade of a New Spero tree, panting heavily.

The sound of a vehicle racing down the road carried to us, dust kicking up as it drove up our driveway.

“Are you expecting anyone?” I asked Mary, who shook her head in return.

We walked around the back deck, toward the front of the house. The instant I saw Magnus, I knew something was wrong. His face was dark, a scowl shoving deep lines in his forehead.

“We heard from them. You need to come with me,” he said. Maggie barked at him and rolled at his feet, but he was too upset and focused to notice her.

Patty and the crew had made it to Earth. It had been three months. My hand shook slightly and I took a deep breath, knowing suddenly that we were going to need to move ahead with my plan. I had hoped it wouldn’t be needed.

I picked Maggie up, putting her in the car, and we jumped in. “Let’s go.”

He raced down the roads, which rarely had other cars on them out here. He took the gravel streets around the city, and in ten silent minutes, we arrived at the base. I knew better than to even ask what happened. Magnus would talk when he wanted to. I saw sweat dripping down the big guy’s brow as he pulled into a parking spot.

“You two are going to help, right?” he asked tensely.

“You know we are,” Mary said, and some of the pressure eased in Magnus, like she’d hit a relief valve on his tank.

“Good. We need you.” Magnus opened the door and we all got out, Maggie following along and looking around timidly.

The base wasn’t large. It was made up of a handful of buildings that lined the landing pad. The largest structure was the hangar, where a couple dozen ships sat idly. People moved around now, more than I’d ever seen there before. They all wore uniforms.

Magnus led us into the two-story building beside the hangar, where he and Patty had offices. We walked past their offices and into an elevator that took Magnus’ fingerprint to access. We lowered, and the doors opened to the room where Patty had shown us the footage from Terran Five.

“We’ve had a lot of messages from our ship since they left. Once every couple of their days, to be exact. The farther they get from us, the longer the messages take. Two months to arrive, and one month for that last message to arrive to us. Technically, it’s been eighty-seven days. Today, we received this message. Daniel, play it, please,” Magnus said to the white-uniformed officer at the screen controls.

A message started, sound waves dancing on the screen. A throat cleared. “We’re about to arrive and should be able to see the station around Earth in a couple of hours. Our sensors are showing activity, but…” Patty’s voice went quiet, the sound bar falling to the bottom of the screen. “God help us…they’re here…If you get…” The message ended.

“That’s it?” I asked, a cold shiver racing through my spine. God help us. They’re here.

“That’s it. We’re waiting for another transmission, but we know that message is close to a month old. Anything could have happened by now. We need to discuss options. The other Terran military bases’ leaders are coming here for a briefing in a half hour. Do we tell them about your plan?” he asked me, putting the pressure on me now.

“No. The less they know, the better.”

“Dean, I mentioned some war vessels being built. I may have left a few details out. They’re ready.”

“Ready? I thought they were just a concept. Where are they?” Mary asked, expressing the same angry tone I was feeling.

“They were in-system but far enough away, should the testing go wrong. They’re operational.” Magnus had a grim look across his tired face.

“Then send them toward Earth. We may need the backup,” Mary said. “Are they capable of FTL like our smaller ships?”

“Same drives, just scaled up for size. If anything, we can go out fighting if things go south. I suppose it’s a good thing I sent them a month after Patty and the others left,” Magnus said, his grimness transforming with a smile.

“You sly old dog!” Mary shouted happily.

“They needed to be tested anyway. What better way than in defense of Earth?” Magnus asked. “The other Terran leaders will be here soon. I’ll tell them you’re off on a mission to help our cause.”

“Are you sure we need to even mention Mary and me?” I asked.

“It’ll give them hope. We named this world New Spero. Spero means I hope, and they need it. Earth needs it. Will you stick around?” Magnus asked.

I looked over at Mary, wondering if she was ready to do our part. “Dean and I will go now. Sarlun swore he would help us if we needed it. We need it.”

“Do you have the supplies I requested ready?” I asked.

“Daniel will show you to the lockers. I got them together the minute we started this plan. Take the transport to the mountains and do what you have to do. We need to know where the Bhlat homeworld is for this to work.” Magnus sat down, playing the message again.

They’re here.

We left, making assurances we’d be back as soon as possible. I was glad Magnus was staying behind for the time being. New Spero needed him to take charge, and Nat would be furious if we took him away without her saying goodbye. I could tell from his eyes he wished he was coming with us. He’d feel more useful out in the field on a mission than behind a desk with a bunch of suits, as he’d call them.

“I wish Slate were coming with us,” Mary said. With the rest of our crew gone on the trip to Earth, it was just the two of us.

We were at the lockers, just outside the hangar, standing in our underwear. I went to the door and made sure it was locked. “Mary, I’m sorry we got sucked into this again. I wish things were different. I wish we could just have a normal life.”

She walked over to me, placing a cool hand on my stubble-covered cheek. “We’ll never have a normal life. It’s not ours anymore. We were chosen to help the Kraski get our planet, and we foiled both sides. It’s up to us to protect the people we saved.” Her lips touched mine warmly. “Let’s end this. Then, and only then, can we say the word normal again.”

“You’re right. Let’s suit up.” I slid my uniform on, noticing how nicely it fit now that they’d taken measurements. I slung a pack over my shoulder and felt my breast pocket, where I found the Deltra portable shield Kareem had given me. It still had Bhlat DNA in it, and I expected I’d need to use it again, though a strong part of me wanted to throw it on the ground and stomp it to pieces.

“We’ll do what we need to do, together,” Mary said, reading my mind.

I just nodded, grabbed the other pack, and moved for the door.

Soon we were in the lander, Mary piloting us toward the ice-cold part of our planet, heading for a portal to multiple worlds.


THIRTEEN

The caves were just as we’d left them. We used an air horn to startle away any of the dangerous creatures hiding in the area or tunnels. Terran Five dispatch told us they hadn’t had any altercations with the animals since Magnus and Mary had rescued my sister and the others, and I hoped that meant they’d moved on in search of other food sources.

The sky was clear, and the whole area was far more beautiful to look at now than it had been while I was sick. Snow piled down in sheets from the dark sky. It reminded me of the Rockies from my ski trips, and Mary said something along the same lines.

“Last time, you left here with a wild animal bite, and I left after spending the day on a deserted alien world. What will today bring us?” I asked, adding a chuckle.

“Hopefully, right back here in an hour, with the Bhlat planet icon for your portal.”

“My portal? I don’t think it’s mine.”

“Then why did you get drawn to it?”

“I think it has to do with Mae’s blood inside me. It’s changed me…made me part Kraski…I don’t really know.”

We left the supplies we didn’t need to bring, and we each carried a pack on our backs, with our rifles held firmly in our hands.

“This way.” We entered the caves and took the path down the tunnels Slate and I had walked a short few months ago. It was all familiar, but in the way a dream was familiar. I knew the path, but if you’d asked me which directions to go before heading in, I wouldn’t have known. My feet led us to the doorway where the Shandra stood. “Here we are.” I unslung the pack and headed for the middle of the room. The large gemstone in the center of the room began to shine; the hieroglyphs on the walls shone to life in their blue luminescence.

“It’s beautiful,” Mary said, spinning to catch all the different icons on the walls. “The spacing seems off. Are some missing?” she asked. I just shrugged and walked to the table.

My blood wasn’t singing or burning this time, and my body movements were of my own volition, so I hoped I could make the stone work. The room was bathed in blue light as I touched the table. I slid my tablet out of my pack and found the data from Sarlun. A series of icons appeared on my handheld screen, and I picked the one labeled for their world.

After finding the corresponding icon on the table, I took Mary’s shaky hand and tapped the icon, which glowed bright green. Instantly, we were covered in green light.

A flurry of deep squawks came at us as the light dimmed.

“Is this it?” Mary asked me quietly.

“Yes. Turn your translator on.” I used the pad on my sleeve to turn the recently upgraded translator on. We had earpieces in and small mics at our suits’ necks that would take our words and relay them aloud in the appropriate language. After a few more squawks came to us, the translator clicked, telling me it was ready.

“Greetings. We’re here to see the Gatekeeper,” I said in English, then heard the Shimmali language emanate from my suit.

The voice had been coming from a speaker, and after a few minutes of silence, the main far doors slid open. Something was running toward us. Mary looked ready to hold her rifle up, but I set a hand on her arm.

“Suma!” I called. The short, stout alien girl ran on thick legs, approaching quickly, then stopping suddenly as she saw Mary.

“Who’s this?” she asked, her black eyes staring at Mary.

“I’m Mary Lafontaine.”

“You look funny,” the small alien said.

“This is my mate. Mary’s a human female,” I said.

Mary just smiled at this.

“What are you doing here, Dean?” she asked, her snout lifting in the air.

The deep noises of Sarlun carried down the open room. “Dean Parker. To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“We need your help.”

____________

Outside, music played in the garden, where amazing flowers and plants of all colors and sizes grew. Shimmal’s two stars burned at opposite ends of the sky, and I was sweating the instant we stepped from the cool building into the humid tropical outdoors.

The melody was soft and instrumental. Our races really weren’t that much different from each other. Other Shimmalians walked around, some wearing robes, others in uniforms. Some were in what I could only guess was loungewear, the equivalent of shorts and a tank top on Earth.

“You want to find the Bhlat homeworld? We don’t like to speak of them here. Though they are far away, the tales of their power have reached even our distant world.” Sarlun gestured with his four arms as he spoke.

“So you don’t know where they are?” I asked, feeling my hopes crumbling quickly.

“They are not on our Shandra table.”

“Does that mean they don’t have a portal?” If they didn’t have a portal, our plan was going to be almost impossible with the time crunch we were under.

“Not necessarily. The Shandra were created ages ago by the Theos, long before any races of beings lived on the worlds on which the portals existed.”

My fingers were going numb. Sweat beads ran down my back, and not just from the humidity. He was telling us a race of gods had created the portals before any of us existed. Was that possible? “How do you know this?”

“We’ve studied with dozens of other beings, compiling and contemplating religion, history, and science. This is the truth we have come to know.” Sarlun sounded sure of himself.

“Could there be worlds with portals that aren’t on the table?” Mary asked, and I chided myself for not thinking of it. It was nice to have her analytical mind around.

“Yes. We believe some have been shut off. Whether they were removed as a safety precaution, or for other reasons, stands to be seen. We believe the Deltra had something to do with it. They were always trying to get ahead of their time: a young race with highly skilled scientific minds. Last we heard, they were under the thumb of the Kraski, but if your tale is to be understood, they are gone now.”

Guilt at his casual discussion of our destruction of the Deltra aboard the Kraski mothership echoed through my body.

He continued. “If there was any hope of opening the hidden worlds from the Shandra, they would be the last resort now.” Sarlun’s black eyes stared hard into mine. He knew we’d killed the Kraski off, and most of the Deltra with them. I judged his people to be a peaceful one, but I wondered what he would do if his world was threatened. He seemed to have an understanding with me.

“The Deltra may not all be gone,” I said, watching his expression change and his snout twitch.

“Is that so?” he asked, his usual deep squawk now lighter, airier.

“Can you help me find a world on the table? I have the coordinates in here.” I pulled out my tablet with the location of the hideout planet Kareem was on.

“Come with me.”

An hour later, we were in Sarlun’s private office, which was substantially cooler than outside. Everything on this world was so cold and sterile on the surface; then you would see a splash of color and understand how much they appreciated the arts. Less is more might have been their mantra. His office was no exception: cool white walls, with one small bright piece of art in the center of each.

We stared at the star chart: a wonderful 3D hologram of the system in question appeared. The planet was highlighted, and the icon for its portal was showing on the wall screen.

“That’s it. We haven’t been there for over a century. Last time we arrived, there was nothing but flora and some wildlife. Dangerous creatures.” Suma sat beside her dad, staring up at him as he spoke.

“Dean, where’s Slate?” Suma asked, sipping green liquid from a glass.

“He’s in danger. That’s why we’re here. All of our people are in danger.” I hoped we’d find the answers we were looking for with Kareem.

“Dad, is there anything else we can do?” she asked.

“Where was their town?” Sarlun asked.

Mary took over and directed him to the spot where we’d landed and walked to their village.

“The Shandra is not close. We’ll supply you with a few things to assist you along the way.” Sarlun hit a comm-button and started squeaking out orders, turning off his translator. “The supplies will be ready. I have something else to share with you.” He reached down, pulling out four small devices, and handed them to Mary.

“What are these?” Mary asked, carefully looking at them.

“They will allow you to communicate instantly with anyone, no matter their distance in space,” Sarlun said.

“Thank you. These will come in handy.” Mary passed one over to me, and I noticed it looked much like a cell phone, but with a clear crystal casing.

“Thank Suma. She wanted to be able to reach you.”

Suma sat in her chair, her legs hanging down, and her snout lifted slightly. “I’ll show you how it works.”

Ten minutes later, she considered us able to communicate between the devices. Once we were able to lock in her frequency so she could talk to us, she was happy we understood how to work them.

“With these, you might have an advantage against your enemy. Or they might have the same knowledge, but at least you’ll be on an even playing field.” Sarlun stood up, his large frame making the office feel small. “Whatever happens, do not utter our names to the Bhlat. We haven’t had dealings with them and would appreciate staying out of their way. We do these favors as friends, but that friendship only goes so far. We are a peaceful world.”

I stood up and stretched a hand out. He took it with his lower right arm, and I shook. “Gatekeeper Sarlun, you’ve been more than helpful. I look forward to sharing stories with you when this is all done with.”

“I as well. Come, we’ll escort you to the Shandra.”

Mary chatted with Sarlun on the way down, and Suma sidled up to me in the hallway. “Dean, please make sure you save Slate. I like him.”

“I like him too.”

“And be sure to contact me whenever you like. I need to get updates.”

“Suma, thank you so much for everything. You’ve been a godsend.” The squeaks and squawks that came from my translator sounded excited.

She looked up at me with her big seal-black eyes. “Who would have thought that being abandoned on that world would have turned into the most fun day of my life?”

Fun? I wished I could look back at it and feel the same way. “It was meant to happen.”

We walked the corridors, passing numerous white-uniformed Shimmalians. Some spoke greetings; others kept to themselves. It wasn’t long before we were at the Shandra room, where two guards were stationed at the doors. They saw Sarlun, bowed, and let us through without hesitation.

Inside the large white room, I spotted supplies by the gemstone and table. It had me thinking that we could transport larger items than just people from planet to planet, depending on how large a room the Shandra at the other end was housed in. New Spero’s room wasn’t that large, but a room like this could take a transport vessel or a large group of people.

“This should be enough to get you there. These will allow you to move quickly.” Sarlun pointed at two vehicles that looked a lot like motorized scooters. You sat on them, but there were no wheels. “The tutorial is on it, and we loaded your path into the mapping system already.”

“Thank you,” Mary said, running a hand over the cool metal of the machine. She loved motorbikes, so taking a rip through an alien planet on a hovering scooter would be just up her alley.

“We also have provided cooling tents. From what you said, the temperatures are similar to our planet, and if you’re stuck outdoors at night, you’ll get eaten alive outside or sweat too much inside. Our tents will keep you safe from both.”

I was eternally grateful for their assistance and hoped the combination of their supplies and ours would be enough to get us to Kareem, and home again quickly. We didn’t have time to spare.

Suma ran to me, giving me a hug, and hesitantly gave Mary one too.

The pair started to walk away, and Sarlun stopped, turning to us. “Be careful. May the Theos guide your path.” With that, they left.

His words rang in my mind, sending goosebumps over my body.

“Mary, are you ready for this?” I asked, knowing her answer.

She nodded, and we found the icon for the planet Kareem, Leslie, and Terrance were on. At least we hoped they were still there. Mary took the honors and tapped the table. Blinding light enveloped us, and then it was gone.


FOURTEEN

When I opened my eyes, the room was black. I hit the LEDs on my suit, and so did Mary on hers. We found ourselves in a room, four posts in the corners, and it couldn’t have been more than forty feet by forty feet in size.

“You good?” Mary asked.

“Just looking at the room. If the Theos made each of these rooms, why do they look so different from each other?” I asked.

“Some of the races may have updated or adjusted the aesthetics. Do you think Suma’s people found theirs like that? I’d say they moved and upgraded it to suit their Gatekeeper needs. See the walls here? Wood supports with dried vines. They used the local plants and supplies to build the room, and it appears we’re underground too. So they dig it up, support it, install their columns, carve their hieroglyphs, and voila; we have a Shandra.” Mary waved her arm in a flourish.

“Sounds plausible. Let’s see if we can get out of here.” The hover scooters sat on the ground, propped up on their bases. Mary tapped the screen and we watched a quick tutorial, using our earpiece translators to decipher the message. In a matter of minutes, they were up and running, blue light softly glowing underneath as the scooters lifted off the ground.

We slung our supplies over the seats and moved for the doorway, which wasn’t mechanical like the others we’d seen. It was a large wooden door, ancient-looking, on thick black metal hinges. It squealed as I pushed it open, and I wondered when it had last been used. Maybe Kareem had come to the planet using it, contrary to his previous story. I wouldn’t blame him for trying to keep the portals a secret. I’d done the same, even with my own people.

With the scooters hovering along with our hands controlling them, we wound our way down the dark soil-walled corridor. At times, it was too narrow to walk side by side, and I took the lead, rifle ready for anything coming at us. Nothing did. It was silent and sealed off. The incline told me we were underground, and that an exit would appear soon.

The end came abruptly, and only a short distance from the portal room. We used the door, both of us having to use all our weight to pry it open, and soon the humid night air hit us. We were outside. When we closed the door, we noticed it was well hidden away in the face of the hill, a wooden handle almost invisible among the shrubs and rocks placed beside it.

Mary tapped her screen. “I’ll mark our location.”

“Good idea. I’m all out of bread crumbs.” The joke didn’t stick, and I let it go. I was nervous. Anxious about traveling a couple hundred miles at night on a floating Vespa, and not knowing whether Kareem would cooperate. That was if they were still on this out-of-the-way world.

“Terrance and Leslie aren’t going to be happy,” Mary said as she straddled her hover scooter’s seat.

“We’ll make the promise again.” I had already told them I’d try to get the other hybrids on a ship to unite them here. I’d failed to do that. It weighed on me alongside everything else I’d done and would have to do.

Mary didn’t reply. She just donned her EVA suit’s mask, which would give us night vision and better oxygen supply as we raced into the night. I copied her and felt the rumble of the hover device as I sat on it.

I’d never been one for riding motorbikes or all-terrain vehicles, so the concept was a little foreign. The tutorial had made it seem so easy, and when Mary sped away, I hit the map function, showing the terrain and a line leading to our destination. This unit was all hand-controlled, and I hit the thruster. It started me forward too fast at first, and I almost flew off the thing. In a couple of minutes, I caught up to Mary, who was clearly waiting for me.

“Do you have the hang of it?” she asked through my helmet’s earpiece.

I gave her a thumbs-up and nearly bucked myself again. I needed both hands.

Once I was going at a decent speed, and not worried about falling off or hitting a cliffside, I started to look at my surroundings. A large moon hung in the sky, light from the close star showcasing the lines and craters of the celestial body. The area looked much the same as I remembered the planet: mossy, warm, and lined with the large trees we’d seen before.

The map showed us making good time, and though it was on a different time system than we understood, I estimated another two hours before we arrived. An hour in, and the scenery was getting repetitive; I already wished the journey was over. My mind wandered to the task at hand. A lot of pieces needed to come into place in order for us to defeat the Bhlat, but did we need to defeat them? I set the goal in my head to work with them, to show them we were strong and not someone to be walked over, but that we also had compassion. Would a malevolent race understand the concept of compassion and empathy, or was war so engrained in them from birth that they were well past negotiation?

The base we’d arrived at almost a year ago had shown me a different side of the Bhlat. We didn’t know much about them, and the details we’d downloaded from their base were mostly military. But there were children, women, and scientists on the base, telling me not everyone was a warrior. That was a good sign. The downside to that whole scenario was…I’d killed them all. I could still see them when I closed my eyes some nights, mixing together with the image of the Kraski puking out green bile, and the Deltra becoming all but extinct as we blew up the Kraski mothership.

Every one of them wanted to take our world, so I had to let it go. It still hung over my head like a dark cloud most days. As if on cue, real clouds rolled in as the wind picked up.

“Hang on,” Mary said.

The wind blew from the west, pushing us to the right as we generally headed north. The speed was picking up, and rain began to fall on us: light drops at first, then fat heavy drops that made our visibility near nothing.

“What should we do?” I asked, fighting to stay upright.

From a few yards away, Mary fiddled with her map. “When I zoom, I see hills a couple miles to the east. Let’s head there and hunt for some reprieve from the storm. If this is anything like a tropical storm, it may only last a short time.”

I agreed and followed her lead, the wind pushing hard at our backs now.

The ground changed from swampy moss to something a little firmer-looking as it became unlevel, small hills protruding from the surface. Moments later, we stopped on the far side of a large hill, with a flat cliff on the east side. We were protected from the wind and most of the rain as we stepped off the scooters and leaned our backs on the soft wall of the knoll.

“I guess we wait it out,” I said, wiping my face mask with a gloved hand. The night vision was on, and it gave me a basic view of the dark swamp that stood before us. It went on as far as my eyes could see, and I tried to step farther away from it, remembering the creature that had pulled me under the last time we were on this planet. I didn’t want a duplication of that, especially at night in a storm.

Mary got off her scooter and started to walk along the hillside, looking for a spot for reprieve from the onslaught of rain. I joined her, jogging to catch up.

“Doesn’t look like much… wait, what’s that?” She pointed to a crevice where two hills met up. They were pushed close together, but there was enough room to walk between them, and trees grew from both sides at angles, creating a makeshift canopy.

“Looks good to me. Better than standing beside this swamp.”

We grabbed our supplies and brought them over to our new resting spot. My stomach rumbled as we settled along the wall of the opening, small splashes of water dripping down from the trees above, giving way to the torrential downpour.

Unclasping my helmet, I set it to the side and reached for my pack, when I heard howling. Mary was moving around, and I raised a finger to my lips. She stopped, and the howl rang through the night air again, this time closer.

“Can’t we find a liveable world with no deadly animals on it? Just once?” I joked, grabbing my pulse rifle.

“Let’s just hope they stay away, and the rain subsides sooner rather than later so we can keep going.” She passed me an energy bar. “Here, take this. We may need it.”

We sat back to back, watching each end of the opening we sat in, guns in our laps, and chewed on our bars.

“Just once, I want something to be hassle free. Remember our old lives? We used to complain about having to get up in the morning to go to work. But at the end of the day, we could just relax and watch the game on TV with a cold one. I guess those times are gone.”

“I never felt that way. I was in the Air Force and loved doing it. What’s that old saying? ‘If you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life’? That’s how I felt,” Mary said.

“I was an accountant, so working on small business ledgers wasn’t something I could classify as loving. Though there was something calming about going through the sheets and balancing on the first try. It acted like a meditation for me at times. There were worse careers I could have chosen.” I shifted closer to Mary, moving away from a drip from the rain above. “Do you miss it?”

“I do. I miss the schedule of it all. Waking up at five in the morning, working out before breakfast. But even though we’re in a crazy situation, I wouldn’t trade it for the world. I met you. I needed to meet you.”

“Do you think our first marriages even count?” I asked.

“How do you mean?”

“The way I see it, we were duped: married to aliens. That can’t really count.”

Mary laughed and leaned her head on my shoulder. “I suppose you’re right. I like that idea. How about you? Could you go back to pushing paper and doing someone’s books?”

“No way. All of those years of practice, and now I don’t need the skill.”

“Every skill makes up who you are. You think a certain way because of it, and that’s proven to be valuable. I won’t be flying F-16s any longer, but that training allows me to succeed in our new universe. One that’s rapidly expanding.” Mary stretched her legs out.

“At least you can still fly ships. That’s one skill that’s transferable.” The wind was decreasing; the pools of water outside rippled less and less as we talked. “I think the storm’s dying down.”

We sat there chatting, waiting to hear another howl, but we didn’t. It was a half hour before we got up, seeing the rain was nothing more than a light patter now. Mary made for her scooter, her rifle on her back, her pack in her hand. As she strapped it to her seat, I walked out, looking at the sky to see if the clouds were still moving on. To the west, I saw amnesty coming in the still-dark night.

Mary was almost done and had fired up her ride when something jumped into my view.

“Dean, look out!” Mary called, but it was too late. The thick creature hurled itself off the canopy above the hillside and landed with a squishing sound right in front of me. It sank a couple feet into the soft ground, giving me just enough time to roll out of the way before its large paw wiped my face from my head. I felt the swing just clip me as I rolled to the wet ground, my rifle all but forgotten as I scrambled to evade the second swipe.

The thing reminded me of a bear, but its face was smaller, more human, making the whole attack that much more terrifying. It released a long howl as it came at me. I fought to back away from it, but my hands sank into the mossy ground, handcuffing any movement. This was it for me. There would be no saving Earth from the Bhlat, and after everything that had happened in the past two years, I was going to die by the paw of a monster on a planet I didn’t even know the name of.

The creature stood on two legs, an angry scowl on its tortured face, and it growled as its right arm came flying toward me.

“Dean, get your head down!” Mary’s voice yelled, and the smell of burned fur and blood hit me like a brick. I ducked and got a hand out, rolling to the side as the huge thing fell beside me, surprise crossing its face before it smacked into the swamp, water splashing a yard high.

The whole attack had only been a few seconds, but I was out of breath. My hand shook so hard, I had a hard time taking Mary’s when she offered it to me. She pumped a couple more blasts from her pulse rifle into the hide of the dead monster for good measure.

“We need to go. If there’s one, there are probably more. I don’t want to be around when they show up.”

“Why do I get all the terrible attacks on this planet? Good thing I have people to help me, or I’d be dead twice already.” I made the joke to cover my dread. I’d thought I was going to die, and it wasn’t a feeling that shook off in a minute.

Howls came at us from every direction as we got onto our hover scooters. “Which way?” I asked.

“No idea.” Mary put her helmet on, and I did likewise, turning the night vision back on. “I’d suggest keeping your rifle at ready.” She started to move north, and I joined her getting around the hills. More creatures cried out in the night as we raced away, hoping to not come across any of them.
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The two-hour trip took its toll on my body. The wind was still blowing, and we passed through a couple more areas with inclement weather, reluctant to stop either time. We plowed through, ending up near the spot where we’d first landed on the planet all those months ago. We rode by the swamp where I’d been pulled under, and I recalled Mae saving my life. I shook it off as we rode, until coming to the town. It had expanded since we’d been there. More log cabins were erected, but few beings lingered on the streets as the sun started to rise, pushing through the thin clouds. Mist rose from the damp ground as we shut the scooters off.

“I hope they ask questions before shooting,” Mary said, holding her rifle.

“They did last time.”

We were in a large clearing, just past the tree line separating the village from the forest and swamps. A few ships were nearby, quietly sitting on the ground. I recognized one of them as the insectoid ship we’d seen last time. Another wasn’t familiar.

A Deltra sentry could be seen a hundred yards away, walking the other direction. Worried they might think we were sneaking in, I stuck my pinky and thumb into my mouth and whistled sharply. That got his attention. He spun around, gun raised, and I was impressed at his reaction time. I suspected the sentries didn’t have much action here, unless those smooth-faced bears were a problem in town.

He said something in Deltran and I threw my hands in the air. Mary lowered her rifle and did the same.

“This better work,” she whispered.

“Who goes there?” my translator said in my ear.

“Dean Parker and Mary Lafontaine,” I said loudly. He was only thirty yards away now, and I saw his expression change.

“Keep them up,” he said, gun still raised as he approached us. “How did you get here?”

Mary nodded toward the trees. “Hover scooter,” she said, and he looked confused, the translation likely not clear.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“We’re here to see Kareem. It’s urgent.” I was getting tired of holding my arms up, and I started to lower them. When he didn’t object, I let them drop to my sides.

“Come with me,” he said, letting us walk in front of him. He didn’t ask to take our weapons, but when I glanced back at him, his grip on his gun looked tight, and he eyed me with suspicion.

We neared the same building Kareem had been in before. When we got to the door, the sentry knocked and was let in. Another guard came out, watching us as the first sentry disappeared into the big structure.

“Nice morning,” I said to the newcomer, getting a grunt in return. “Not a big talker? Sorry for waking you guys up. We didn’t have a choice.” I swear the guy cut me a smile, and if I wasn’t mistaken, that was the first smile I’d seen from their race. It was nice to see the commonality.

“You’re Dean, right?” he asked, his voice quiet.

“My reputation precedes me.”

“Terrance and Leslie have been waiting for their friends.”

Guilt washed over me. Just a second ago, I’d been making jokes; meanwhile, the hybrids were probably dying in the Russian prison on Earth.

“I’m sorry. I failed them,” I said somberly. Mary set her hand on my forearm.

“They won’t be happy. I hope you have better news for them and Kareem,” the pale hairless guard said, his smile wiped away.

The door swung open, the first sentry waving us inside. “He’ll see you now.”

We followed them into the large space we’d first been in when Mae had escaped in Leslie’s ship. They took us farther, through a doorway at the far end of the room. It smelled sterile in there, reminding me of a hospital. I’d spent enough time in one of those with Janine to recall it vividly.

The door opened into a hallway. Wooden floors led us to a series of rooms; some doors were ajar, with Deltra and other races milling around, getting an early start to their days. No one stopped us, but all of them stared curiously as we passed their bedrooms. I wanted to stop and look at the different aliens, to talk to them and learn about their people. There would be time for that eventually. Other things were more pressing now.

“In here,” the first guard said, ushering us through the doors. The room was dimly lit but was a good size, with a bed on the side. Machines beeped softly, and I wondered why they’d brought us there. Then I saw the bed wasn’t empty. Kareem was in it. His skin was even paler, if that was possible, and as I walked to the edge of the bed, I knew something was wrong.

“Kareem?” I asked.

His eyes opened, and he looked from Mary to me. “We meet again. I wasn’t expecting this. Have a seat.”

The guards slid a couple chairs over, and the lights in the room brightened by a few watts.

“Are you okay?” Mary asked the sickly-looking Deltra leader. I could just make out his tattoos peeking out from under the thick blankets.

“No. I’m dying.”

“I’m sorry.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say to his calm statement.

“Tell me why you’re here,” he said.

Where did I start? “We need your help. We think the Bhlat have invaded our planet.”

“You think they have? What does that mean?”

“Many of us have moved on to a new planet, at Proxima. But our communications with Earth take two months to relay, and our leader went back when the messages ceased to come.” I explained to him what had happened after we’d last met. How we thought Mae had died crashing into an asteroid, and how we found the device he’d described to us. He seemed pleased it still existed but was surprised the Bhlat knew of it and were waiting there.

Mary took over and talked about us chasing Mae to the Bhlat outpost. She skipped over the intimate details of who Mae was to me and cut the murderous part I had in killing all of their innocents on the base.

Kareem listened, asking few questions. When the tale was over, he asked one simple but important question. “How did you get here? We had no signs of a ship arriving, or they would have told me.”

“The Shandra.” I used the Shimmalian word for the portal to see if this had any meaning to him. His otherwise calm demeanor changed drastically. One of the electronic monitors beeped loudly, causing a small Deltra to enter the room, pushing us out of the way. Kareem shooed him away with a flick of his wrist. “I’m fine,” he said in Deltran before switching back to English. “Where did you hear that word?”

“From Sarlun, the Gatekeeper of the Shandra on Shimmal.” I didn’t flinch. This seemed to flummox him even more.

“Then it’s out.” He sank back in the pillow, almost disappearing into the bed.

“Is that such a bad thing?” Mary asked.

“We spent a lot of hard work to isolate the portals. We blocked off all that we could. The Theos were short-sighted creating these back-door accesses into so many worlds. It was like giving the Kremlons a key to the barn,” Kareem said, his reference not hitting home, but I imagined it was something like giving a fox a key to the hen house.

“We need the portal to the Bhlat homeworld.” I leaned forward as I spoke. I said the words just loud enough for Kareem to hear them.

“Preposterous!” he yelled, sending his frail body into a coughing fit. When it finished, he wiped his thin lips with a slender arm. “What would that accomplish?”

I told him our plan, and he didn’t interrupt once. A few times, he looked like he would interject, but each time he changed his mind, and sat back. When it was over, he looked at Mary. “You agree with this plan?” he asked her.

She nodded, but I noticed a hesitation to it. “What choice do we have?”

“There’s always a choice. There’s always…” He coughed a few more times. “A choice.”

“I think it’s our best bet. Unless we can rally enough support from your allies out there.” Magnus, Mary, and I had discussed this, but ultimately, we didn’t have the contacts or time to attempt such an endeavor.

“Their portal was blocked off centuries ago. The Theos Collective fought us on the decision, but the long-running religion ended up dissipating as the years went on, and eventually, they forgot about it, just like everyone else. Now there are only a handful of races that even know of their existence. Your friend Sarlun is one of the last remaining Gatekeepers in the universe.”

“Something’s been bothering me. If there was a portal on Earth, why didn’t you use it to help your cause with the Kalentrek?” I asked.

“How do you think we got it there? Through the portal. We were a captured race, so few of us were left outside the Kraskis’ clutches. All we could do was wait for the right time.” His face took on a look of heavy loss. He noticed my reaction and spoke to me softly. “Dean Parker, you are an honorable man. I don’t blame you for the destruction of my people. The plan was to rid ourselves of the Kraski with your help, not destroy you all and take your world. We deserved our fate.”

“You’ll help us?” Mary asked.

“I will. But you have to do something for me first.” Kareem’s words gave me pause. We didn’t have time for favors.

“What? We’ll do anything,” Mary answered before I could counter.

“You told Leslie and Terrance that you’d get their people here.” He looked me in the eyes. “Your people now by blood.” He sniffed the air, and I wondered if he could smell the hybrid blood running quickly through my veins. “Go get them. Use the portal and bring them here, to their new home.”

“We don’t have time for this!” I stood up, knocking my chair over. A guard came in, gun pointed at me.

“It’s okay. We’re fine. Just having a discussion,” Kareem said to the guard. “Aren’t we, Dean?”

I righted the chair and sat back down, getting a glower from Mary.

“We’ll do it,” she said firmly.

“Wait.” I started to speak, but she set a hand on my knee.

“I said we’ll do it. We owe them that much. We left them there when we took off, and it’s weighed on us long enough. They need our help too,” Mary said. Instantly, I knew she was right.

“Sarlun showed me Earth’s icon but didn’t know if it was still functional. Is it?” I asked, sweat forming under my arms.

“It is.”

“Where is it?” Mary asked.

“You call it Egypt. Under a large pyramid. The Theos planted it there before humans wandered the dust, and when it was discovered by your people many years ago, they built a tower to protect it. They didn’t know what it was, only that it was clearly ancient, and alien,” Kareem said. “Do you have your…?” He left the question unanswered, his eyes glancing at the pin on my uniform’s lapel.

I almost barked out a laugh. For so long, we’d imagined the pyramids had a link to aliens, and they did. Machu Picchu was rumored to involve aliens, and it did. I wondered what other rumors were true. Area 51?

“From the pyramids to a Russian war camp. We’re going to need help,” I said.

“Patty told me to contact Jeff Dinkle if we ever make it to Earth and need someone on her side. Magnus knows how to reach him.” Mary looked ready to leave.

I turned to the door as I heard a familiar voice demanding to be let in. Terrance came pushing past the guard, toward us.

“Not in here!” Kareem called, stopping the angry hybrid in his footsteps.

“Where are they?” he asked, his face dark red.

“Earth,” I said, ashamed I didn’t have better news for the man. “We’re going to get them now.”

“I’m coming with you,” he said.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said, but Kareem spoke up.

“Take him. He’ll be helpful. Bring them back, and I’ll expose the secrets my people worked so hard to hide. I want the secret to be yours, and yours alone. It will die with you, do you understand?” he asked, a grave look over his gaunt face.

I did understand and told him as much. He nodded and closed his eyes. He didn’t speak again, and we stood up to face Leslie and Terrance. Leslie had shorn her hair short, but otherwise was the spitting image of my now dead wife, and of Mae. My heart ached for a second as I looked her in the eyes. “Let’s go. If you’re coming, can you fly us back to the portal?”

“What portal?” Leslie asked.

“Come on, we have a lot to talk about.”


SIXTEEN

“Are you sure you can make this trip with us? What about Natalia and your boy?” I asked Magnus.

“She wants me to go. She said if she can’t be there to protect you guys, I’d better be.” Magnus opened the transport’s door, and the cool air rushed inside. It was still cold by Terran Five standards, but it was in their spring season. Snow was melting, leaving a sloppy mess near the cavern entrance that would lead us to the portal.

Leslie and Terrance were suited up and hadn’t spoken much on the cramped ride from Terran One to the mountainside. They were anxious to help their friends, and I could completely understand the feeling. We all got out, bringing a vast array of supplies. The small Kalentrek device was in my breast pocket, though I didn’t expect to have to use it yet. Mary was the last to get out, from the pilot’s seat, and I gave her a kiss as she stepped onto the slushy ground.

“One thing at a time. We can do this, get the Bhlat world icon, and finish this once and for all. What do you say? Another ass-kicking mission for old time’s sake?” I asked.

Magnus gave a hoorah and stuck his hand out. I settled mine on his, flat-palmed, and Mary followed suit. Terrance rolled his eyes but joined in, followed by Leslie. “Let’s go kick some ass!” Magnus said. We all repeated “kick some ass!” and raised our hands. It felt good to be part of a team, even a desperate stitched-together one, off doing someone else’s mission. I reprimanded myself for thinking that. I had promised to help the hybrids, and I was about to follow through on that. Their lives were just as important as the people of Earth’s.

Magnus went first, blowing the air horn. Terrance did the same at the rear of our line as we entered the cavern. I took over the lead, taking us down the tunnels I was becoming very familiar with. Magnus hadn’t been there before, and he gave a low whistle as we entered the room. The hieroglyphs lit up, and Leslie and Terrance looked a little less sickly than they had at their new planet’s portal. Apparently, it had affected them like it had affected me the first time I’d been led here, but because they weren’t fighting the urge, they didn’t have the same out-of-body reaction.

The symbols on the walls glowed as we approached the gemstone in the table. We all gathered around, knowing what to expect, as I scrolled to find the icon for Earth on the screen. It was there: two horizontal slashes, one large circle, and one small circle, which I now attributed to Earth’s sun and moon.

“Everyone ready?” I asked, and when no one commented, I hit the icon and closed my eyes.

When I opened them, we were in a different room. This one appeared twice as large as New Spero’s portal room, with the same etchings on the walls, which dimmed within seconds of arriving. I noticed their placement on the walls was different than they had been in New Spero, and different yet from Shimmal.

“I’m not sure I want to get used to this,” Magnus said, already exploring the dark space. We all had our suits’ LEDs on, lighting up the room. It looked basic – ancient, even – untouched by anyone in a long time.

We were still wearing our helmets, just in case the room was sealed off or some deadly gas had seeped through the ground, ready to kill us on arrival. The sensors showed there was air, oxygen levels normal. I unclasped the mask, the hiss loud in the quiet area.

The air was stale. It was like walking into the back of my grandfather’s barn when I was a kid. Layers of dust had covered countless items he’d stored away from the turn of the century. The only living things to even go into that room were the spiders, who made happy homes of their own on the old oak furniture.

I assumed spiders would be prevalent here as well, but when I looked for them, I saw nothing but dirt walls and dust particles floating around as we disturbed the portal room.

“The door’s over here,” Leslie said, in her more than familiar voice. “It looks like stone.”

We didn’t know just which pyramid we were under, or if we were going to be stuck trying to get out. I’d had nightmares the night before that we arrived, only to have the doorway inside covered by fallen rocks. It had been a few centuries since the portal had been used, so we had no idea what the condition was on the other side of the door. I pushed my fear of the unknown down, not letting myself worry.

“Open it,” I said, and walked to them as Terrance used his weight to push on the large stone wall.

“It won’t move!” Terrance grunted.

Magnus moved beside him and started to push. After a minute of exertion, they gave up.

“Wait. It wouldn’t be on hinges. It’s probably round. We need to roll it away,” Mary said, and I pictured a large stone circle on the other side. I lowered to the ground and saw slight openings at the corners of the doorway.

“She’s right. We need to roll it.”

“Which way?” Leslie asked. We had no way of knowing.

“Look up here. I think these are handles.” Magnus ran his hand over the stone slab and showed us where a couple of handholds were recessed. “Not much room, but I bet we can get enough leverage, as long as there isn’t something jammed on the side of the circle out there.” I went beside him and jammed my fingers into the second opening. We pulled to the left, and after ten seconds of hard yanking, it started to roll. We kept pulling, and it rolled open.

My heart hammered from effort and joy at our success. It was short-lived when I thought about how much further we needed to go before we could come back to this room to leave. It wasn’t going to be easy.

We all ushered out of the portal room. “Should we close it up?” Mary asked me.

“Good idea. I doubt anyone’s coming down here, but better safe than sorry. Mary, can you pin our location on your GPS?” I asked as Magnus and Leslie rolled the door back closed. The hallway we’d emerged into was shallow and went beyond the room in both directions.

All we knew was we were underground, a pyramid on top of us. We just needed to get to higher ground, and then we could find our way out.

“Look for elevation changes in the pitch of the ground,” Mary said, and we chose to go left from the room, because it seemed to rise slightly as you walked along it.

The ceilings were low, and Magnus had to duck a few times to avoid hitting his head on jutting rocks. The halls were primarily dug from dirt, but rock was stuck into both the walls and ceiling, probably to help support the opening. We walked along the path for ten minutes, slowly moving and breathing in stale air. Mary had elected to put her mask back on her helmet, and Terrance joined her. If we didn’t get out of the basement here soon, I’d need the fresh air as well.

“I’ll be damned,” Magnus said, stopping so suddenly that I walked right into his broad back.

“What is it?” I asked, stepping around him to see for myself.

The hall opened to a room, this one with more hieroglyphs. These looked different from the Shandra ones and were most likely done by ancient Egyptians. It showed small figures bowing on the ground to large people in animal masks, presumably their representations of the Theos they wouldn’t have ever seen.

“At least they were smart enough to seal the portal and build a pyramid overtop it,” Mary said, running a gloved hand over the stone walls.

“Do you think…?” I started to ask and let the question fall quiet.

“I know what you’re thinking, and I bet some sad soul was lost on the other side a few times before they assumed their friends were just being killed.” Magnus was filming the room with his suit’s surveillance.

I pictured an ancient Egyptian child playing with his sister, chasing her down a tunnel they’d found in the desert. She made it to the room first, awestruck by the glowing gemstone. She stood still, the game all but forgotten. The walls began to glow as she neared the table, and the pretty drawings put her into a trance. Her brother called to her from the doorway, older, more aware of danger. She ignored him, her heart pounding so loud she could hardly hear his words. She touched an image on the screen. The room shone brightly, and when it subsided, the boy was left alone.

I opened my eyes and wondered if that had happened, or if my imagination was just filling in the blanks.

“This way. I see stairs,” Leslie called from the far corner.

Each step kicked up a puff of dust as we climbed them. They were made of stone now, not carved out of dirt like most of what we’d seen so far. I guessed this section was newer than the other one, added on when they were about to build the pyramid, or built afterward to connect the two.

We found another door at the top, a stone circle we had to roll out of the way. Once out, we followed a hall in the dark, our suits lighting the way. I spotted old torch holders on the walls, some of the torches still mounted, the majority of their shapes gone to dust.

“Anyone else feel like lighting one of those just to see what happens?” Magnus asked, and I could almost hear his grin.

“I imagine they’d burn for a minute, then be ashes in your hand. They don’t just look a couple hundred years old, they look a couple thousand years old. I don’t need a carbon dating test to know that,” I said, trying to remember anything from the documentaries I’d seen as a kid in school. “If I recall, the pyramids housed the tombs of a queen and king, each in separate chambers. I’m sure there’s more to it, but if we follow the path that leads us up, we should be able to either get out or go to the ancient Egyptian mummified royalty.”

“That sounds right to me too,” Mary confirmed. “I don’t know which pyramid we’re in, but they all took an insane amount of effort. I can’t believe there’s been a hidden portal down inside, and no one’s found it.”

That got me thinking. “These days, they have all sorts of ultrasonic sensors that tell them what density of soil and rock are under things. How did they not learn there was an opening down here?” I asked, perplexed.

“No idea. I’ll chalk it up to ancient alien gods,” Magnus said.

I looked back at the hybrids, who had remained very quiet to this point. “Are you guys okay?”

“The sooner we get out of this dusty tomb, the better. I’m not a fan of tight underground spaces,” Leslie said.

Terrance slid his hand into Leslie’s. “Me neither.”

The walkway kept going slightly uphill, but eventually, it came to an end. Magnus was ahead; he and Mary were feeling the walls.

“There’s no exit,” Magnus said, and I instantly felt the walls closing in on me.

“What do you mean, there’s no exit?” Leslie’s voice lifted, on the edge of panic.

“We’ll find a way out,” Mary said.

I tried to get a feel for where we could be. We’d walked a short way, and at an uphill trajectory. We were probably near the ground level, where they’d plopped the pyramid on top of the portal access. If archeologists hadn’t found what was below, there had to be a layer of thick rock between the levels.

We spent an hour looking for any sign of an exit, and by the time we’d given up, we were covered in dust and Leslie was crying.

“We’ll be okay. We can always go back,” Mary said, trying to comfort her.

“We aren’t going back!” she yelled. “Our family is up there, stuffed away in a prison, tormented and dying. I’ve seen enough of humans to know how they’ll treat us.”

“Kind of like how you were trying to fly our comatose bodies into the sun, hey?” Magnus asked, egging her on. It was clear he was at his wits’ end with Operation Stuck-Under-a-Pyramid too.

“I don’t have to justify it. You all know our story. We repented and asked forgiveness. Some of you gave it, some of you couldn’t.” Terrance took over for his sobbing counterpart.

“The last time anyone from Earth knew what was happening, you two escaped a secret military base and snuck around the Long Island camp, having midnight clandestine meetings. Remember the bodies? Who do you think they blamed for that?” Magnus added fuel to the fire.

“We did it for them!” Terrance said, pushing himself chest to chest with Magnus, though he stood a good six inches shorter than the Scandinavian.

“Lot of good it did them. You two were living easy on planet log-cabin, and they were blamed for everything!” Magnus yelled back, spittle flying from his mouth as he shouted.

“It was your goddamn friend Mae that killed those guards! We aren’t to blame!” Leslie screeched from the ground, her hands on top of her head in a frantic gesture.

“Enough!” I called, standing between the two men, pushing Magnus back. For a second, he looked like a Rottweiler who’d had a bone taken from its mouth; I was worried he was going to snap at me. But his common sense took over, and he turned, walking away. “Neither of you are right, and neither are wrong. Both sides are to blame. We may not be able to fix it, but we can change the outcome now. We won’t be able to do that and set an example if we can’t even work together without fighting.”

Terrance leaned against the wall and slid down until his butt was touching the dirt floor beside Leslie.

The hall had gotten pin-drop quiet, and Leslie broke the silence. “You’re right. We’re with you. No more bad blood. I’m sorry for all the trouble we caused. If we hadn’t escaped, you wouldn’t be here right now. Maybe humans would eventually have seen us as friends. Instead, we ran away, which was exactly what Mae wanted. The Bhlat are now knocking on your door, and it could be our fault, and we made you lose seven years of your loved ones’ lives.”

We hadn’t told them all of this, so clearly, they’d been listening as we talked to Kareem. Something struck me at that moment. Something Kareem had asked, or almost asked.

“Guys, Kareem started to ask if we had our...something…then cut himself short before he looked at the pin on the uniform. What if someone added a lift on the other side of the ground? Anyone with this technology could press their pin, glow green, and lift toward the target embedded above by the Deltra or some other ancient race after the pyramid was built.”

I walked around the halls again, this time with a renewed vigor. Magnus and Mary were near the end, and I moved them out of the way as I searched, this time not for a handle or a secret door or hatch in the ceiling, but a sign on the floor. I used my boots to brush away dirt from the ground near the end wall and found that section was really a slab of stone with dirt covering it. Mary got down on her knees, and I joined her, wiping the stone surface with our gloved hands, clearing the dirt off, until we could see it.

Laughing, tired, and covered in dust, we hugged; the image of Earth’s icon was emblazoned on the rock.

“You did it again,” Magnus said, clapping me on the shoulder after he helped Mary up off the dirt.

“I’ll go first.” I looked up at the ceiling, wondering how thick the space between us and the well-trodden paths of the pyramid above was.

“Are you sure?” Mary said, worry thick in her voice.

I nodded, ready to get out of the sealed-off trap we were in. “There have to be openings here too; otherwise, we wouldn’t be breathing in this stale air. If anything happens to me and my plan fails, look for a spot with air flow. It may be your way out. And if that doesn’t work, go back and convince Kareem to give us what we asked for. We’ll bring your friends back after we deal with the Bhlat.” The last bit was for Leslie and Terrance. I caught his gaze and held it there for a moment. He nodded solemnly.

Mary took my face in her hands. “Do it. Communicate back to us, and we’ll be right up.” I felt the press of her lips against mine. They were dry and covered in old sediment, but I didn’t care. Not caring who was watching, I kissed her back.

“Enough already. Tell you what. You get us out of here, and you two can have seven minutes in heaven at the Queen’s chamber up above,” Magnus said.

I stopped the kiss short and smiled at Mary. She was so beautiful; so wonderful. The few months we’d had on New Spero just being a couple was the best time of my life. We walked Maggie, tended the garden, chopped wood… that was the life I wanted for us, at least part-time. She seemed to be reading my mind, because she just gave me a slow, soft nod, her eyes just on the brink of tearing up.

“See you on the other side.” I clasped my helmet tight, hearing the familiar hiss as it pressurized, then hit the pin on my uniform. The familiar weightless feeling engulfed me, and I floated upward.


SEVENTEEN

I forced myself to open my eyes, only after a count to five. I instantly regretted it. I was still inside the rock, and even though I couldn’t feel it, I thought it was going to crush me. Just as I calmed myself out of the sudden shock, I emerged from the stone.

The green light around me dissipated, leaving me on shaky knees in the pyramid passageway. My lights were on, and they showed me two directions to go. One careened at a downward angle, the other elevated at an acute pitch. That was the way we needed to go.

“Dean, are you there?” Mary’s voice carried into my ear. I’d been so distracted, I’d forgotten to tell them I made it.

“I’m here and the path is clear.” I stood out of the way, making room for my counterparts to float their way to the main section of the pyramid with me.

“Gotcha,” came the reply.

Soon four figures covered in green breached the hard floor, and I noticed the link in the ceiling above. There was another symbol on the ceiling, which was at least ten feet high here, too high for most people to reach unaided. The Deltra must have planted the beaming magnet above the symbol.

“Let’s move. We wasted enough time down there.” Magnus moved past me, taking charge. I was happy for him to do it. “Shouldn’t we run into tourists or something?”

“After everything that’s happened, and is currently happening to Earth, I think the travel business to ancient structures is a thing of the past,” I said, hoping I was right. We wanted to get in and out as stealthily as possible.

The pyramid paths were much cleaner up here, the walls cut out of large stone blocks. We came to a set of stairs leading up, and knew they’d been added in the past century. Long wooden rails lined the sides, with manufactured steps to keep tourists from falling or suing someone. The sudden jolt of modern in the ancient pyramid was jarring.

“Looks like we’re on the right path,” Terrance said from behind us.

We kept moving up the stairs, taking two at a time in a jog. It didn’t take us long to get to a fork where there was an option to turn a one-eighty and go up again. Signs pointed with images of a tomb for the Queen’s chamber and the King’s chamber above, with pictures in the backdrop of the Great Pyramid of Giza, one of the seven wonders of the world.

“Now we know where we are, at least,” Mary muttered.

It felt far from Russia, and we just hoped that when we got outside, we weren’t too late.

“As much as I want to go see a real mummified corpse, let’s make a move,” Magnus said. When no one disagreed, he moved for the exit.

I expected to be blinded by sunlight as we left, but it was night; the area’s lights were shut down. Closed for business. We left, ready for anything as we did so, passing two columns at the front of the pyramid. At the same moment, we all craned our necks to the sky, looking for signs of battle or destruction.

Nothing. Just the light of a half moon, and stars shining at us from light years away.

Magnus looked at me and shrugged.

“How do we reach Dinkle?” I asked, though we’d been over it a few times.

Magnus pulled out a tablet. “We left the cell technology on our tablets for just such an emergency. As long as Jeff is still kicking, we should be able to reach him. Patty asked him to stay behind so that someone she trusted was here.”

“Did he want to leave?” Mary asked.

“He was the world’s most alien-obsessed man, with a talk show about it. Of course he wanted to get to a colony planet. But at the end of the day, he listened to her because she heard him out at the start and brought him onto the team. He was there when we tested our cloaking technology and dismantled the Kraski ships. It was the equivalent of you seeing the inside of the Yankees’ locker room.” Magnus walked some way out, and even in the dimly-lit night sky, I could make out the smaller pyramids nearby, the grounds a barren rocky plateau.

That brought me back to the day two years ago, when I’d gone to Yankee Stadium with my new little friend, Carey. Running the bases with him chasing after me had been a bright spot in an otherwise overwhelming time.

Magnus opened the facemask on his helmet, and we removed ours, stashing them in a sack from my pack, and placed them under a grouping of broken rocks where they would be almost impossible to find. We also slipped off our uniforms and did the same thing with them. We were going to be conspicuous enough walking around with rifles in our bags. Blending in was going to be key.

Magnus was fiddling with his tablet, and after he tapped the screen one last time, he crossed his other fingers and looked to the sky. “Jeff?” he asked, speaking into the earpiece mic. “Oh, thank God. It’s Magnus. We need your help.”

They talked for a few minutes. Magnus nodded while Jeff spoke, and I wanted to hear the other end of the conversation. “We’re at the Pyramid of Giza. Yeah, that one. One hour? We can wait it out. See you then.”

“Well? What the hell’s going on here?” Leslie asked impatiently.

“They’re here, but so far no fireworks have gone off. Naidoo has just made a statement for everyone to stay calm, but that’s not going so well. As far as Jeff knows, the Bhlat have hung in space, and the connections to the station up there have been severed. He’s bringing a transporter over here. I guess he was in London, or what’s left of it.” Magnus’ mouth was set in a grim line.

“What now?” Mary asked.

“We wait for Jeff,” Magnus said, sitting down on a half-sized pyramid stone jutting out of the ground.

Leslie and Terrance set their packs down and ventured off together, whispering quietly.

“I still don’t trust them,” Magnus said about the hybrid pair.

“What choice do we have? We can’t get to the Bhlat world without them. We’re committed,” I said.

“All that data from the Bhlat base you downloaded and all the details on locations were encrypted, hey?” I wasn’t sure if he was making a comment or asking a question.

“They aren’t stupid, that’s for sure. They made sure their location was hidden from anyone finding an outpost,” I said.

“We trust them now, but promise me this. We have each other’s backs no matter what happens. You, Mary, and me. If shit goes south up there, we leave them and force the information from Kareem if we have to.” Magnus’ voice was a low growl, and a vein on his forehead was starting to throb.

“Deal,” Mary said first.

“Deal.” I knew I owed the hybrids something after they’d turned around and worked with us to get our people home, but it only went so far. My friends came first. My people too.

The hour went by slowly, and I marked the passage of the moon by its position over the Great Pyramid. I almost went back in, wanting to see the other chambers, but the risk of bumping around inside in the near dark wasn’t worth it.

Being in Egypt after traveling through a portal felt like being on an abandoned alien world. No one was in sight, ancient structures pushed into the sky. It was surreal.

After some time, a light shone in the sky, moving quickly toward our location. Leslie and Terrance meandered over to us, both holding their rifles at ready. I didn’t like the look in Terrance’s eyes as he stared toward the incoming ship.

“This better be Dinkle,” Magnus said, holding his own gun at ready.

The small transport landed, similar to the ones they had on New Spero, but it looked simpler and more worn than theirs. Probably an early model. The door opened, and a familiar face hopped out.

“I’ll be damned. The rumors are true,” Jeff said, a smile covering half his face. He laughed and walked over to us, arms stretched out.

He set them on Mary’s shoulders and kissed each of her cheeks before coming over to me and giving me a firm hug, complete with a back slap to end the embrace. He did the same to Magnus and gave a curt nod in the hybrids’ direction before speaking again. “The Heroes of Earth, back again. We thought you were dead.” He said this so matter-of-factly, like it didn’t bother him either way. “I’m glad you’re not.”

“So are we,” Mary chimed in.

“Why are you so chipper? Aren’t the Bhlat hovering somewhere overhead?” I asked, his demeanor bugging me.

The smile fell from his face. “I’m sorry. When I heard from you, I got so excited. If anyone was going to get us out of this mess, it’s you three. I see Mae’s no longer with you?” He looked at me intensely, like he was trying to say something with his eyes, maybe pass a secret message to me.

“She’s dead,” I said quietly.

“I see. So you got my text, then?” he asked.

Text? I hadn’t had a text since… Don’t trust her. “What the hell are you asking me? It was you?” I crossed over to him, grabbing him by the shirt collar. A uniformed man from the transporter got out, holding a gun in the air, and asked me calmly to let him go.

Magnus and Mary quickly had their weapons in the air, pointing at Jeff and his escort.

“No need to get out of hand. I was trying to help you.” His voice was ragged as I clutched him firmly.

“Why did you send that text?” I was suddenly furious. Rage filled my veins as I recalled getting the message on my cell phone outside the gas station near Nashville. Mae had been with us, chasing down the two hybrids now beside us. Only now, she was gone.

“She was dangerous. I didn’t have enough proof, just the word of one of them.” He nodded in Terrance’s direction.

I let him go. The anger was still there, but he was right. She did screw us over, even if she thought it was for the best. “What signs?” I asked, nodding to my counterparts, who let their weapons down. The air thinned as the tension lifted.

“Before we get into this, do you think we could have this discussion in the air?” Magnus asked. “We have an objective, and fighting each other isn’t going to get us there.”

One by one, we loaded onto the transport ship, which had barely enough room for us to sit side by side. Jeff sat in the back with us, and Magnus took a seat up front by the pilot. I was hip to hip between Mary and Leslie. Our bags and rifles leaned behind the back seats, in the small storage area just out of sight.

“Explain,” I said once we were in the air, leaving the pyramids behind.


EIGHTEEN

We moved quickly through the night. Part of me wished I could watch the ground fly past us as we traveled, moving over the Middle East toward Siberia, where Jeff claimed the hybrid camp was located.

“I had a talk show for a few years on extraterrestrial beings, and the likelihood of life outside of Earth. Ever since I was a child sending letters to MUFON, I’ve been ridiculed for my beliefs. It didn’t stop there. Even as a successful television host and blogger, I had hate mail, and naysayers putting me down. Could you imagine the thrill I had when one of the hybrids approached me a year before the Event?” Jeff’s smile started to creep back onto his face.

“What?” Mary asked, as incredulous as I felt.

“Kyle came to a filming of one of my interview shows. He sat in the front row, and there was something familiar about him, like I’d seen him before. It turned out that I had, on a conspiracy blog about aliens among us. It showed images of Kyle’s other lookalike hybrids. He was the Caucasian male, dark hair.”

I glanced over at Mary, knowing Jeff was describing the hybrid that had looked like Bob, her husband. She just turned and gave me a forced smile.

Jeff continued. “The site had done a good job of identifying this man all over the world. There were at least ten sightings; each of the men looked very similar, though some wore their hair differently and dressed differently. The site wasn’t a big one, and most people assume these things are fake or Photoshopped anyway, so it didn’t make any mainstream news. When I realized this man in my audience was one of them, I couldn’t wait to speak with him. I remember how nervous I was after the show was done filming. Kyle lingered in his seat, long past everyone else’s departure, and once the crew was gone, I walked over to him, heart pounding, knowing this was the moment I’d been waiting for. I was right.

“He told me his name and asked if there was somewhere we could talk privately. I agreed to it, and we left the studio. We walked to an all-night café nearby where only a couple of night-shift workers were hanging out, giving us ample opportunity to talk without prying ears.

“The story he spilled was insane, even to me, a full alien believer. He claimed that a race of aliens was coming, fleeing their own system and making the trip to Earth, where they would dispose of us all, claiming the planet for themselves. I asked him how he knew this, and he said he was a hybrid alien, part Kraski, part human. He looked sickly and was coughing up a lung by the time our pie came to the table.” Jeff paused briefly to look at Leslie, then Terrance, before starting again. “I asked him what I was supposed to do about it, knowing he had to be crazy. I would have left it alone if I hadn’t seen him on that conspiracy website. That he was already being touted as an alien by some blogger made me listen to him. The idea that he may have been the guy behind the website crossed my mind, but this man was so into his story, I almost believed him.”

The ship jumped a little bit, and my heart hammered in my chest, thinking we were being attacked. “Just turbulence,” the pilot said from the front seat. I craned my neck and there was Magnus, listening to Jeff’s story with interest. After a few more bumps, I clipped my seatbelt on, the rest of us following suit.

“What happened after that?” Mary prompted.

The TV host was looking forward, not meeting the gaze of anyone, just silent for a moment.

“Jeff?” I asked.

He turned to me, his eyes coming into focus. “Yes, sorry. I was lost in my story, I guess. So much has happened since that day, but it’s so clear in my memory. I can tell you what color and style his shirt was, and that his white sneakers were old, with dark scuff marks along the sides of them. I’ll never forget his next words.”

I leaned forward, drawn in like everyone else listening.

“He said we had no chance. He hated being used like a puppet and said that the Kraski could go to hell. That’s when he told me about the Deltras’ plan. It sounded insane and had far too many moving pieces to work,” Jeff said, his eyes shifting to meet mine. “He told me there were a few of them in the mix, but not to trust one in particular.”

He paused again, and Mary leaned back, pushing out an irritated sigh. “For the love of God, just say the name already.”

Jeff smiled, making me want to slap the words out of his mouth. “Mae. He told me not to trust Mae.”

“What good did that do?” I asked. “You didn’t tell anyone, and then sending an anonymous text to me telling me not to trust her. It could have meant anyone. Mary, Natalia, Patty… hell, even Leslie here. What did he say about Mae?” I was getting tired of Jeff’s demeanor, and wished he’d just sent the transport and stayed in London. “What did he know about her?”

Jeff shrugged. “I was trying to help you. She was with the Bhlat, wasn’t she? He was right, and I was right to warn you.”

“I think the part we’re having a hard time wrapping our heads around is this: you could have had a conversation with us before we traveled off into space with Mae by our side. Maybe, just maybe, these two could have stayed on Earth, and we could’ve not lost seven years with our loved ones. Maybe the hybrids wouldn’t be on lockdown now, wasting away in Siberia like murderers and terrorists,” Mary said, keeping her voice calm. I gripped her hand, squeezing it for support.

“Yes, but… then the Bhlat wouldn’t have come,” he said, his grin so wide I saw all of his teeth. His comment didn’t even register as I looked at him, thinking how much he looked like a wild animal with his teeth bared like that.

“What did you say?” Magnus asked from the front.

“Then the Bhlat wouldn’t have come.” Jeff repeated the words, and before we could react, he pulled a gun, aiming it at Terrance’s head. “Anyone moves, and I blow this man’s head off his shoulders. And I use the term ‘man’ loosely. He’s more of an alien monstrosity. Part Kraski, a terrible race of cowards, mixed with another race of turncoats and self-abusers: human.”

“Magnus, where are we going?” I asked, not able to see through the front window.

“We’re moving up, heading into the clouds,” my large friend said through a clenched jaw. If I knew Magnus, he was holding down the urge to slam the pilot’s head into the dash.

“Dinkle, what’s the endgame here?” I asked, feeling stupid for instantly trusting the stranger. We’d fallen right into his trap. Patty had been played by the man she thought she knew.

“The endgame is this: we already have Dalhousie and your other friends up there. Now we have the famed Heroes of Earth to bring as a sacrifice. Rumor has it they want your head on a stick, Mr. Parker. I wonder what for?”

My throat had closed, and I swallowed hard. They knew me. Naidoo had probably sold me out.

“You don’t have to do this,” I said, the words burning on their way out. We’d come all this way, and now it was going to end at the hands of this slick television talk show host.

“No, I don’t, but humans have never interested me. Aliens? Now them, I can get behind. They’re going to show me amazing things. Speaking of which, how did you get to Egypt? Inquiring minds want to know your tricks.”

“You really think we’re going to tell you that?” Mary asked vehemently. I set a trembling hand on her thigh.

Terrance was staying far calmer than I would have with the cold steel of a gun against my temple. I had to hand it to the guy; he was cool as a cucumber. Leslie was fidgeting. I hoped she wasn’t about to lunge at Jeff, because her friend would probably end up dead if she did.

Magnus whistled up front, just a light one, but I knew what it meant. It was the same whistle I’d used to teach Carey to roll over. I scanned the seatbelts, seeing everyone was wearing one but Jeff. I got ready. We bumped into some more turbulence, and Magnus made his move. He must have snuck his hand to the steering column because we suddenly were torn to the side, the ship turning hard to starboard. Jeff went hard into the sidewall, still holding his gun. I unclasped my belt just as we came out of the barrel roll and lunged at the dazed man.

“Don’t even think about it,” Magnus said from the front seat, presumably at the pilot, as I arced through the air, the training Slate engrained into me on our previous journey taking over.

Jeff’s eyes went wide as he tried to swing his gun around in time to aim at me, but he was too late. Our bodies collided. My fist went into his gut and he bent over, fighting for breath. Terrance was already digging behind him to the storage area, and when I glanced over, he was passing the pulse rifles to the others.

Jeff was still gripping the gun, but I clasped his wrist while he coughed loudly. Mary came over and pried it from his fingers; soon he was slumped back in his seat, his head bleeding from the side.

“You don’t know what you’ve done,” he spat angrily. “They’re expecting us. When we don’t show up, they’ll come looking. Do you think they’ll spare the people in their search?”

“Don’t put this on us. This is all on your hands,” I said, surprised his perspective would allow him to see that vantage point. This type of man always reasoned with himself when he did things. He justified his terrible actions with righteous causes, but at the end of the day, he was in the wrong.

“Take us to Siberia,” Magnus grumbled from the front. He was now pointing a gun at the pilot, whose shoulders took on the inevitable slump of someone caught with their hand in the cookie jar.

I went to the storage compartment and found some zip ties, which we used to tie Jeff’s hands together. He protested, but soon he was sitting in the back on the floor, head on his knees.

“Should we give him something for his head?” Mary asked quietly.

I shook my head. “We’ll figure it out later. For now, I have a hard time showing the man compassion.” I shifted my attention to the front of the transport. “What’s our ETA?” I asked.

When the pilot didn’t answer, Magnus peered over to the console. “Ten minutes. Here, look at this.”

He passed me a tablet and told me to press play. It showed a snow-covered entrance to a large stone-walled prison. Guard towers were visibly manned, and a name was carved in the rock in Russian.

In the video, a stream of people emerged from a Kraski ship. Their hands were chained, and they wore orange jumpsuits. My stomach lurched when I saw who they were. Every few people, the faces were the same. Leslie clenched beside me, a low growl coming from her throat.

“This is where we’re going,” Magnus said. “I found it online. Maybe we should take them and let the Bhlat have this world. I’m sick of the things we put each other through.”

“Just put yourself in their shoes, Magnus,” Mary said. “We chased after who we thought were murderous hybrids, and never came back. They had to do something with them. When the Bhlat contacted Earth, they must have felt like they’d done the right thing. That doesn’t make it right, but it makes it understandable.”

The video kept playing, showing the inside of the building, the lines of cold bleak cells, and a pitiful bunch of hybrids sitting and eating in the mess hall. They were a beaten-down group, and I felt so terribly for them. We had to right it, and even though we were wasting precious time on this mission, it was an important one, no matter the outcome of the impending war.

“Arriving,” the pilot said, all the fight gone out of him. He was a hired hand and most likely didn’t care about causes, only a paycheck and seeing his family at night.

Snow was falling as we lowered from the cloud line, reminding me of Terran Five.

As we neared the building, something was off about it. “Shouldn’t there be lights on somewhere?”

Magnus nodded and mumbled something along the same lines.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Mary said. The feeling was mutual, and almost a constant for us over the past couple of years.

Leslie and Terrance stayed quiet, their gazes never leaving the view of the structure we were approaching. They were so close to their friends, nothing would stop them from getting to them now. I knew we had to watch our own backs. As much as I wanted to say these two were on our side, I knew they were looking out for themselves and the rest of the hybrids first, and I didn’t even blame them.

The transport ship landed softly, near the entrance we’d seen on the video minutes ago.

Leslie was already half out the door, followed quickly by Terrance. Jeff was tied up in the back, and we did the same to the pilot, making sure they had no weapons.

As I followed Mary out, Leslie was standing at the large iron gates. She looked back at us and pulled. The gates swung open. We still couldn’t see any lights on inside, and the towers located around the building looked to be empty.

“It’s like it’s abandoned,” Magnus said, holding his rifle at ready.

We walked past the gates, toward the dark prison.


NINETEEN

The main doors were tall and double wide, large enough to roll through supplies. Magnus was ready to blast them open, but Leslie held up a hand and tested the handle. It depressed, and she pulled the door open.

“This is odd.” Mary looked around, pointing at a camera in the corner. There was no light on it, and it didn’t move with us. Was anyone watching? Wind blew around the building, pushing light snow over us. Visibility of the area was poor, but that might help us get out of there.

“I’d planned on Jeff getting us a ship. How do we move this many?” I asked, hoping someone had a better idea than I did.

“First we see how many we’re talking about,” Magnus whispered, getting a dirty look from Leslie. He ignored it. “A place of this importance might very well have a ship parked out back.”

The entry was dim; even the backup emergency lights had expended their battery charges. There was an old bulletin board on the wall, half empty, and a depressing dirt-covered entry mat.

“Where the hell are the guards?” Magnus asked.

“If they’re still here, they aren’t doing a very good job of keeping anyone out. Hopefully, they did a better one of keeping them in.” I got a glare from Leslie. “I didn’t mean it like that. We’re going to find anyone left and get them out of here.”

The door closed behind us, clicking ominously. There was finality to the sound in the otherwise silent entryway. Mary jumped, smiling nervously in my direction.

The mud room, as I thought of it, had two more doors leading into a hallway we could see through the metal-lined glass. Leslie moved ahead, impatient to find her people. I expected the push lever to stop firm, keeping us from entering, but it moved, the door opening easily.

Leslie started forward, but Terrance reached an arm out to slow her. “It’s not going to do us any good to run in with guns blazing and get ourselves killed. We need to scope it out first.” She pulled away from him but heeded his advice, falling back and letting Magnus take the lead.

Magnus looked like he’d done this a thousand times, so we followed him, moving as a unit down the hall, keeping close to the wall as we did so. We passed a vacant reception desk; an old boxy computer monitor sat there, a reminder of the past. If I didn’t know better, I would have said Jeff had been pulling our chain the whole time. He’d sent us to the wrong prison.

Our LEDs illuminated the way, beams jostling up and down on the walls as we moved, shadow figures dancing in our wake.

“I hear something,” Mary said, and Magnus stopped, then held a finger in the air. We all stopped, and my heart thumped in my eardrums.

There was a faint noise coming from down the hall. It wasn’t much, and I couldn’t place what the sound was, but someone was inside the prison. We moved along, the tension thickening with each step. The clinking noise grew louder every ten seconds, and in a minute, we were past all of the offices at the front of the building. Doctor’s office, warden’s office, staff change room, lunchroom – all showing signs of recent use.

“They’ve abandoned it,” I said.

“Someone’s still here,” Mary replied. The next set of doors led us to a guard station, and a large metal door stood between us and the wing of prison cells.

“Give it a try, Leslie. You have the magic touch.” Magnus moved out of the way, making room for the smaller hybrid woman. She tugged at it, but it didn’t budge.

“Locked,” she said.

“The keys have to be around here somewhere.” Magnus started to rifle through drawers.

We all set to different parts of the room, sifting through paperwork and desks. I found an assortment of poker chips, half-full flasks that sloshed as I slid them out of the way, and a couple of erotic Russian magazines that looked like they were from the eighties. No keys anywhere to be found.

Jingling metal rang from the other side of the room, and Terrance looked pleased with himself, like he’d just won a prize on a game show.

“What’s behind door number one?” I whispered in a low voice.

“What?” Mary asked.

I just shook my head, waiting while Terrance inserted the metal key and turned it. With a click, it unlocked, and he pulled on the bars. They slid open, and Terrance walked through the opening.

“Stop where you are!” a panicked voice called from behind us.

I spun, pulse rifle ready to fire. Slate’s training took over again, and my finger settled on the trigger ever-so-lightly as I gauged my target.

A haggard man approached us, his face red with exertion. He was holding a revolver, and an old one by the looks of it. A white beard covered most of his face and neck. I almost fired, but there was something in his eyes that made me lift my finger off the trigger.

“Don’t let them out!” he yelled, panting as he came in the room.

“What happened here?” I asked, looking around the disheveled guard’s room.

“They all left. When those damned aliens started arriving, everyone left. Said it wasn’t their job to babysit and get killed in the process,” the man said.

“So the Bhlat came, you all found out, and assumed they would come for the hybrids, killing you in their wake?” Mary asked, her voice taking on a calming tone.

He nodded. “Something like that.”

“How long ago was this?” she asked.

“About three months now.”

“Then why are you still here?” I asked.

“Someone had to keep the animals penned up after what they did to us. We heard the stories of them being the masterminds behind the Event and all. Then killing those people, Dean and Mary and whatnot. Way I figured it, if the aliens came for them, I’d be spared for keeping them safe and in one place.” He shuffled on his feet. From his perspective, he was doing something honorable, and it was self-preservation at the same time.

“Just put down your gun. We’ll explain everything,” Mary said.

He flinched, his gaze darting from face to face, and for the first time, he saw Leslie and Terrance.

“You. How did you get out?” He raised his revolver, shakily pointing at Terrance, who had stepped in front of Leslie.

“They’re with us,” I said. I glanced over at Mary. “You thought Dean and Mary were killed by the hybrids? I have news for you: you’re looking at us.”

He looked from my face to hers, and back again. “That’s impossible. You’re too young to be. You don’t look a day over thirty-five.”

“It’s the truth. That big man…” I pointed to Magnus. “…is Magnus.” I lifted my chest, putting on a bravado this man might buy in to. “You’re looking at three of the Heroes of Earth. What vessel were you on?” I asked, using my old trick.

“That doesn’t matter anymore. We’re all doomed anyway.” His shoulders slumped, and his gaze lowered to the floor for a moment. Mary went for him, racing to him with her shoulder ready to plow into his, but he spun with far more agility than I would have guessed. Mary went past him, her momentum too much to slow, and he turned with his gun pointed at her.

A red beam lashed out from behind me, striking him in the back just as his gun went off. He went down in a heap and stumbled onto Mary.

I rushed forward, rolling the man off of my fiancée, careless of his condition. She was all that mattered. My throat went dry, and I said her name in a croak, seeing blood on her uniform. Her eyes opened and she grimaced.

“Fast for a skinny old guy,” she said, feeling her abdomen and chest. “It’s his blood. Lucky for me, he’s a poor shot.”

“We didn’t have to kill him,” I said, helping Mary up.

“You want to let that raving lunatic walk around with a gun?” Leslie asked. She was already going for the opening in the bars. “We don’t have time for this.”

The hybrids took the lead, Magnus close behind them. He took a quick look back at the body on the floor and shook his head. “What a waste,” he muttered, and kept moving.

Another body. But given the choice, it was going to be a stranger on the ground instead of my beautiful Mary. I didn’t even ask which one shot him. It wasn’t important.

I grabbed his gun and tucked it away into one of the half-full desk drawers and looked to his belt for a keyring. A guy like this would always keep the keys to the cells close at hand, and from the looks of this place, automation wasn’t in the budget. I found the ring in his pocket but tied to his belt on a leather strap. Pulling out a knife from my boot, I cut the hide and took the keys.

“You’re sure you’re okay?” I asked when no one else was in the room.

Mary looked down at the dead man and back at me. “I’ll be better when we’re back on New Spero, picking tomatoes and having tea on the porch.” The skin at the sides of her eyes crinkled as she forced a smile at me, and I leaned in, giving her a kiss on the lips.

“Me too.”

“Over here!” Magnus called from a distance, his voice carrying to us easily.

I ran to him, unsure of what to expect. What I saw was heartbreaking.

Leslie was fumbling with the locked bars, but the key she had didn’t fit. She was crying, a soft sob as she struggled to open the lock. Beyond it, a dozen or so hybrids were in a mess hall. A couple were lying on tables. Others sat together, heads low to the tables, none of them speaking.

One of them looked up, saw us, and put her head back down like we were nothing more than an apparition. Another one – who looked like Terrance, only ten years older and gaunt – looked toward us and stood up on shaky legs. “Are you real?” he asked, his voice a gravelly whisper.

“Brother!” Terrance called through the bars. “We’re here to bring you to paradise.” The excitement and energy in Terrance’s voice was electric. I took the keys in my hand and went to the lock, trying them one by one until one inserted and turned to the side. Leslie slid it open and rushed into the room.

“Where is everyone?” she asked one of her people, who were still coming to, realizing something important was happening. They seemed like zombies, their skin gray, the flesh tight against their bones. It was horrifying, and we’d done this to them. Humans had locked them up to waste away.

The man who’d first spoken was hugging Terrance, and he broke free to answer the question. “This is all of us.”
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“What do you mean, this is everyone? When we left the compound on Long Island, there were twenty times this many.” Terrance stood straight, his posture rigid and his fist cocked like he was ready to punch something.

All of them were now over beside us. Mary had already gone with Magnus to find food from the guard areas for these sad souls.

“They left us here. We heard the guards say something about the Bhlat being here, and within a week, they were all gone except some sadistic bastard. We begged him to let us go, and he said it was his duty to keep us locked up. When we realized he wasn’t going anywhere and wouldn’t let us go, we plead for food. We had a little bit stashed away here, and he wouldn’t dare come inside with no backup, so we ate for the first couple months. Now we have nothing left. You’ve come at just the right time. Steve died this morning.” The first one to speak to us had called himself Byron. His hair hung in his face in greasy clumps as he told us his story.

“I’m so sorry. We thought we would help by leaving.”

“It is you two. Terrance and Leslie, our fate sealers,” one of the women said, her voice so weak it came out like a whisper.

Leslie already looked a wreck, but that comment set her over the edge.

“We couldn’t have known!” she cried. “We were trying to improve our future.” She slid to the ground, her face in her hands.

“All you did was give us a bigger target than we already had, and we didn’t think that was possible,” Byron said, the others nodding along.

“This isn’t all their fault. Were you all on the vessels, piloting our people to their deaths?” I waited for a response that didn’t come. “Humans didn’t trust you from the start. Would you have? If the Kraski had suddenly told you they had a change of heart and they wanted to be your friends, would you have listened?”

“No,” the woman said, abashed.

“Then cut these two some slack. They found a world for you to go to. The only glitch was that the wormholes messed with our timelines. We’re going to get you food and water, then take you to your new home. Let this be a new bridge to your future, and let your past go. Mourn for your losses and be grateful for your lives, because we’re all lucky to have them at this point.” The speech was a little overdone, but I meant every word of it.

“A new world?” one of the others asked. “With sunlight?” He raised his face to the dark ceiling, closing his eyes like he was feeling the rays of the sun on his pallid skin.

“Yes, my brother. With sunlight, and rivers, and food aplenty. We live there among others, the Deltra included.”

“Don’t forget swamp monsters,” I said under my breath, getting a glare from Terrance.

“Deltra? What the hell are you doing with them?” Byron asked.

“They weren’t all evil. Even those ones were only doing what they needed to keep their people alive. Even Dean likes Kareem, right?” Terrance looked at me, raising his eyebrows in a signal saying he needed support.

“Sure. He’s a stand-up guy. In an ‘engineer weapons of mass destruction’ sort of way.”

They looked unsure, but the subject changed when Magnus and Mary came back with a duffel bag of supplies.

Magnus dumped it out on a table. Water bottles and bags of chips with Cyrillic script on them fell out. The hybrids scrambled for them, and my heart sank, feeling terrible for them. I couldn’t wait to see their faces as we left the portal and walked onto their new planet.

Thinking about it made the urgency increase. “Gather anything you need, and let’s leave,” I said.

“How are we going to get everyone back?” Magnus asked.

“The transport isn’t big, but there are only twelve of them.” Mary scanned the group as she spoke. “By the looks of them, they won’t take a lot of room. I think we can make it work.”

“What about Dinkle and his pilot?” Magnus asked.

“I think we have a good spot for them just around the corner.” I followed his gaze to a cell just beyond the mess hall. “We’ll leave them a little water and food, of course. It’s more than they deserve.”

Soon a line of hybrids in tattered clothing, smelling like death, followed us out of the prison, their eyes wide as they walked past the guards’ station and into the main halls. Byron set his hand on the whitewashed cinder blocks making up the wall, looking like he was about to pass out. I set my hand on his bony back and he turned to me, eyes glistening.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You didn’t deserve this. We’ll make it right.” I knew we could never make it up to them, but even though I wanted that Bhlat homeworld portal location, this was important. I was glad Kareem had made us barter for it. These people needed our help.

Snow blew on us as we pushed out the entrance doors, the hybrids covering their eyes from the bright light of the Siberian morning. They weren’t dressed for the cold, and we ushered them quickly to the ship. Magnus and Terrance hauled Jeff and the pilot out of the transporter.

“What are you doing?” Jeff asked, his face covered in blood from his head injury. “You can’t leave me here. The Bhlat are expecting me.”

“Have they seen you before?” I asked nonchalantly.

“No, when would I have met…” He seemed to catch on and hung his head.

“Tell us what you were supposed to do, and we let you live,” Magnus said, standing over the tied-up man.

He looked defiant, and Magnus gave him a light kick. Jeff didn’t need to speak, because the pilot did.

“He was going to take you to them, and in exchange, he was promised he would live like a king among their people. I heard the conversation. I had nothing to do with this. I’m just a hired hand.” The pilot looked up with pleading eyes.

“Fine. Put Dinkle in the back, leave this guy tied in the guards’ room. We’ll call for someone to get him later,” I said, knowing I had no one to call.

“We’ll bring them,” Terrance said. He and Leslie grabbed them by the arms, hauling them both to their feet.

We loaded the hybrids into the transport; I glanced back at Leslie as they entered the prison again. They came back out just as we had everyone set, Mary in the pilot’s seat and Magnus and I squished beside her. From the grim look on Terrance’s face, I wasn’t about to ask how it went. I really didn’t want to know.

With the sun behind the clouds, and a small ship full of potent-smelling hybrids, we lifted off the snow-crusted ground on our way back to Egypt and the Pyramids of Giza.

In a cramped hour, we reached our destination, my back aching from being squished into my seat. When the doors opened, we saw them: ships lowering into our atmosphere. They were bulky, reminding me of the oil rigs used to dig in the ocean.

Magnus stated the obvious. “That can’t be good.”

“We need to hurry,” Mary whispered.

I hoped Kareem was still alive when we got back.

____________

Kareem slowly opened his eyes, blinking away his sleep. He looked surprised to see us, but it quickly gave way to a coughing fit. An attendant held a cloth to his mouth for him, and it came away with flecks of blood on it.

“You did it?” he asked once his breathing was back under control.

“We did,” Mary answered.

“How are our friends doing now?”

I wasn’t sure how he would react to the story, so I elected to keep it as simple as possible. “They’ve been through a lot. Only twelve came back with us.”

He nodded from his lying position, his head propped up on a soft-looking pillow. “We will care for them now. Thank you for helping. Everyone deserves a chance at freedom and happiness. The sins of our past can never be wiped clean, but we can try to learn from them and better ourselves.”

The comment struck home, and I thought of the bodies I’d left in my wake as we’d struggled to survive over the past couple of years. “It’s time, Kareem. It’s time to tell me how to access the hidden worlds with the Shandra.”

“A bargain is a bargain. But it’s for your eyes only. Do you understand?” He looked from me to Magnus, and then to Mary, lingering on her for a moment longer.

Mary and Magnus began to leave the room, but Kareem shook his head. “Stay. It is us who are leaving.”

Kareem’s attendant helped him sit up, and he bent over, rummaging through the small nightstand beside his bed. He pulled out a small device and smiled at me. His teeth were yellow, with small dots of blood on them. I almost pulled back, away from him, but he grabbed my arm with unexpected strength and pressed a button on the device.

A tingling energy pulsed from my toes upwards, and soon my whole body was vibrating. Mary was standing, looking at us with horror. I saw her mouth move, but no sound made it to my ears. The room around me faded, but Kareem was still there, gripping my skin, his hand hot as sauna rock against my arm. His smile was terrifying, but it told me he was enjoying his little game.

When our surroundings came back to focus, we weren’t in his room any longer.

“What the hell was that?” I asked, still feeling the energy coursing over me, even though he’d let go of my forearm. Looking around, I recognized the portal on this planet we’d just come through with the hybrids earlier that day. “How did you do that?”

“The answer to both those questions is the same.” Kareem’s knees gave way, and I caught the tall man, finding that he weighed less than I would have guessed. Standing up, I could see how rail-thin he was; his white cloak billowed around him like an oversized sail on a small boat. “This is another one of my inventions. I’m willing to give it to you to complete your mission. I have a feeling you’ll need every bit of advantage you can get.” He handed it to me. “It isn’t magic. You just have to set the coordinates of your target location in. Ideally, you program it in when you’re first at the spot.”

“You got us here by being in this exact spot before, then saving the location?” I asked, looking at the light device. It seemed obvious it was made by the same people as the smaller Shield device I’d used against the Bhlat. The look and feel was the same. He spent a few minutes going over the simple process with me, and when he was sure I understood, he moved on. I was holding him up by then; his sick body didn’t have the energy to stand on its own.

“Kareem, how long do you have?” I asked.

“It won’t be long now.”

I half-walked, half-carried him to the portal room. He made me stop at the entrance and said a string of Deltran words: likely a prayer of his people. He regarded the room with a reverence that I hadn’t, and it made me think of the portals differently. So far, they’d been a tool to help me survive, but they’d been put in place thousands of years ago by an ancient god-like race. We were standing in something older than anything we could imagine, with the power to transport us from planet to planet. The longer I thought about it, the more in awe I was of the whole scenario.

Kareem coughed a few times. “Never take it for granted.”

“What?”

“Any of it. We’re specks in the universe. We all think we’re so much more, the centers of our own worlds. We fight each other. Even my people orchestrated the deaths of races to their own benefit. There’s something different about you. Bring them together. Make them see the universe has more to offer than killing. When I look at you, I see the aura of a Theos.”

My heart hammered in my chest, beads of sweat forming on my brow. What was this man talking about? “I’m just an accountant from New York who got lucky a few times. I’ll leave all of that to the professionals. I just want to help us survive.”

“Don’t you see? It’s saying things like that, that makes you special. You didn’t say ‘you’ just want to survive. You want to help your people. Therein lies the difference between you and ninety-nine percent of intelligent life. Your instincts put them first, and you second.”

I didn’t know if he was right, or if by allowing myself a chance to survive, others had been saved. “I’m no god.”

“That’s right, because they eventually died and were forgotten. You’re something new.” With that, he entered the portal room unassisted, taking hesitant steps.

I walked behind him, hands ready to catch him if needed. The closer he got to the table above the large gemstone in the middle of the room, the brighter the icons and hieroglyphs glowed on the walls.

“Come. See the missing worlds,” Kareem said, his voice strong once again. He tapped on the screen, accessing files no one else would have known were there. He showed me the unique string of symbols I’d need to open it again, and we spent half an hour going over it, until he was sure I’d memorized them. “You cannot write or save them anywhere but in your mind, do you understand?”

I nodded.

“Do you understand?” He stood straight, towering over me, his face grim.

I stepped back from the threat and answered him properly. “Yes, sir. I do.”

“This information isn’t even known by modern Gatekeepers,” he said, quietly locking eyes with me.

Gatekeepers. I mouthed the word, my lips sticking together as everything suddenly went dry.

The table screen showed the icons I was familiar with, but Kareem directed me to scroll to the left now. I did, and red icons appeared, each with their own unique symbol.

“If you type your code in, you can access information on each world.” He had me tap it, and then the icon for the first red one. What had to be a hundred language options appeared, and he showed me how to access English.

Trellion: Class three ice planet. Life forms: Core-dwelling bipedal. Intelligent.

The details went on for pages, and under different circumstances, I could have spent days reading about other worlds and learning why some were hidden over others. I thought back to the huge drilling ships we’d seen entering Earth’s atmosphere hours ago and knew I didn’t have time for that now.

“Where are the Bhlat?”

“They are here.” He had me scroll to the next page, pointing it out in the second row. “They live on multiple worlds now, but this is their homeworld, where their royalty lives.” Kareem let out a series of coughs, doubling over on the table. I lowered him to the ground, worried when he couldn’t seem to catch his breath.

“We have to get you back,” I said, reaching for the device.

“No. Let me die here. It would be an honor to die among the gods.” He coughed again, blood dripping from his chin. His skin was clammy, and he lay himself down on the stone floor. His breathing was ragged, and he closed his eyes between his hacking bouts. “Dean. This is your destiny. From the day you stepped foot in that restaurant in Central Park, you’ve been on a course. This is where you were meant to end up. Be the man I see you are. Change…the universe.” His words came out slowly, between breaths, and then it was over. His chest stopped rising and falling, and I sat there holding his thin hand as the last breath left his ailing lungs.

Change the universe.
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“Thank you for following through on your word,” Leslie said, giving us each a hug. The normally cranky hybrid woman was in high spirits, having her friends back. The rescued hybrids were doing well, their ailments fixed and their body weights rising. We’d said goodbye to them before Terrance gathered us to fly us down to the portal.

“Look us up if you ever need anything.” This from Terrance.

“We will. You two take care of the others,” Magnus said with a wink. “And each other.”

The two of them looked at one another and smiled.

We left them behind, just the three of us on our way to another impossible mission.

“After it’s all said and done, I don’t mind those two,” Magnus said.

“You weren’t the one chasing them around on a fool’s errand,” Mary said, mirroring my own thoughts.

Soon we were back in the portal room, where Kareem’s body still lay. Some of his people had covered him with a veil, and a glowing shield surrounded him so he wouldn’t be tampered with. Mary looked at him uneasily, as if he would rise from the dead and walk toward us with his white sheet covering him. We were told the shield would prevent his body traveling with the portal.

“Time to get back to New Spero,” I said, scrolling to the right icon. The walls were glowing when I tapped the symbol for our destination, and when I opened my eyes, we were back in the mountainside portal room near Terran Five. I slid out the relocating device Kareem had gifted me and added this location into it. It would be a time-saver to be able to travel right here from Terran One later.

As soon as we got out of the tunnels and into the transport ship, exhaustion took over. We’d been up for a long time and needed to sleep before we took the next step. Running around alien worlds half asleep wasn’t going to do anything but get us killed.

My eyes fell closed, and as we took off for Terran One, I turned to a light sleep. Dreams of Kareem dying, of the dirty Siberian prison, and the impending trip to the Bhlat world hit me as my subconscious took over. In one of the visions, Mary ended up dying. It was a terrible glimpse into a potential future I was going to make sure didn’t happen.

When I woke, Mary’s head was leaned against my shoulder. Magnus was in the front piloting us safely back to the landing pad at the home base. It was dark outside, a cloud-covered night sky casting an unusual blackness to the surroundings. I woke Mary and hesitantly stepped down out of the comfort of the transport’s cab.

It was nighttime on New Spero, but that didn’t stop the base from being a bustle of activity.

“General, are we ever glad to see you back in one piece. Unless something happened, our fleet is due to arrive at Earth in less than two days,” a breathless uniformed officer said.

“Anything else, Tucker?” Magnus asked. He looked like he was almost asleep on his feet.

“One of our transport vessels went missing this morning,” Tucker said.

“Can’t you track it?”

The man shook his head. “The tracking was cut off. The culprit knew what they were doing.”

“Probably some kids going for a joyride. If nothing else is urgently needed, restock our supplies and charge our weapons. We leave at first light. Mary, Dean, are we good with that?” Magnus asked us. He was using his take-charge “general” voice.

“Yes, sir.” Tucker turned around and left at a brisk walk.

“You two want to go home for a few hours?” This from Magnus.

Mary nodded, and I knew Magnus was aching to see his family. I tapped the base location into the Relocator before we left. Then we were heading back down the dirt roads that had led us away from our house just a couple of days ago. So much had happened since then, and the weight of it all pressed on my temples as my head pounded.

Our house appeared, and we told Magnus we’d see him in a few hours.

“Say hi to Nat for us,” Mary said. “And Magnus?”

“Yeah?”

“Get some sleep. We need to be on our toes for this to work,” she finished.

He threw the Jeep in reverse and left us standing in front of our house in the dark.

Mary’s hand slipped into mine, assuredly squeezing my fingers. It was her way of telling me everything was going to work out, without saying it.

In less than ten minutes, we were both showered, hair still wet as we crawled into bed. The pillow felt like heaven as my head hit it, and I only had enough time to tell Mary I loved her before drifting off into a deep sleep.

____________

Dreams riddled my sleep, and I tossed and turned as I future-projected our upcoming day. Every way I saw it, Mary ended up dead. In one of the dreams, I saw us walking fictitious streets on the Bhlat world, and I walked into a house where a thin woman lay on a bed. My old bed. The one I’d shared with Janine. Only it was Mary coughing up blood. She looked at me with sad eyes. “When the ships come…wear the necklace.”

I woke in a pool of sweat, fumbling for my neck, where the chain still hung after all this time. Mary was still sleeping soundly beside me, and I leaned in, kissing her cheek lightly. I couldn’t let anything happen to her, and while I knew it was my subconscious worrying, my gut told me she couldn’t come to the Bhlat world with me. I needed to do this by myself.

The floor was cold to the touch as my bare feet hit it. I nearly tripped over the pants I’d left on the floor, and I snatched them up, careful to not let the belt jangle.

I fumbled in the closet, found a long-sleeved shirt of an unknown color, and walked to the hallway with the clothes. Once dressed, I made for the kitchen, where a notepad sat beside a pen. Mary’s gardening notes were listed on the first few pages, and I ripped a blank page out from the middle.

Mary was going to be pissed with me, but I felt like there was no choice. Our fleet was arriving soon, and bringing in a half-dozen war machines wasn’t going to end well. We needed to beat them to the punch and use the warships only as backup.

My thoughts swung to my friends: Slate, Clare, and Nick, alongside Patty. They were up there with the Bhlat. I had no idea if they were alive or dead, and the irrational part of my brain blamed myself for not going with them, for somehow not protecting them from the Bhlat when I clearly couldn’t have changed the outcome.

After a brief stop in the safe under the living room floorboards, I took inventory. I had the small Kalentrek with the Bhlat DNA spec still loaded into it; the communicators that allowed us to talk in real time over any distance; and the Relocator Kareem had just given me. I could do this job by myself.

I scrawled out a long note on the paper, my hand cramping from the frantic writing by the end of the message. They had a big part to do, and I’d do mine. We’d reconvene when it was all over. One of the communicators sat on the counter beside the note.

When I was satisfied I had the plan relayed properly, I snuck back down the hall and gently pushed the bedroom door open. Soft light from the kitchen wound its way into the room, and I watched Mary as she slept, her chest rising and falling in even movements. I wanted nothing more than to just get back into bed, stick my head under the pillow, and let someone else deal with the second invasion of Earth, but I couldn’t.

“Dean. This is your destiny.” Kareem’s words echoed through my head.

I made a silent promise to my fiancée that I’d be back. That we’d have the wedding we both wanted, surrounded by our friends and family. That the threat would be ended in a day’s time.

With that done, I turned, leaving the door open a crack, and walked out onto the porch with my supplies.

The air was crisp as the sun began to rise over the distant horizon. Alien insects called to each other as the world around me woke for another morning. I took a deep breath in, letting my body revel in the fresh air, the freedom, and the feeling of home. Then I pressed the Relocator button.
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I appeared at the base in a split second, the energy still tingling through me. I could get used to travelling so quickly but didn’t want to know what was actually happening to my molecules as I did so. People were moving around in the early hour; a group of trainees ran laps around the landing pad near where I appeared. I ducked and took cover beside a large-wheeled vehicle.

Clare had told me about some prototype uniforms that used the cloaking technology, and I needed every advantage I could get. I headed past a couple of buildings, careful to not be spotted. I knew there would be cameras on me, but hopefully, I’d be long gone before anyone spotted me creeping around on them.

The engineering building Clare had been so excited to show me before she left was to the side; I ran to it, and a locked door greeted me. I took out the keycard Magnus had given me, hoping it had clearance for the research and development areas. The light went green as the card slid, and I breathed a sigh of relief, pushing the door open.

The room was dark, but soft lights came on as I entered. She’d shown me the cloaks at the far end of the room, and I found them hanging on the wall, right where I’d seen them before. I lined one up against my body. Too long. The next one looked a better size, and I slipped into it, finding it to be manageable. It covered my boots and hands, with built-in grips on the soles of the clothing, and gloves for the hands.

All of it was covered in the newly upgraded cloaking material. It was lighter than I’d expected, and I pulled the hood up, then faced the nearby mirror. Remembering Clare telling me the on/off control was in the glove, I tapped my thumb and pinky together, feeling a light energy cover me. When I looked into the mirror, I could see the room behind me, but only a faint glimmer of a body was visible, and only if you knew what you were looking for. I stuffed one of the large ones in a pack I’d grabbed on my way in.

With the new suit on, I left the building, heading for the transport vessel where Magnus had told Tucker to leave our supplies. If Mary woke up and saw my note, they’d be on their way, so I had to hurry. Avoiding a few officers walking from building to building, I snuck over to the landing pad where our ship was sitting, ready to carry us to the portal caves.

Beside it three bags sat, one with pulse rifles and other assorted weapons. One had food and survival supplies, and the last had the EVA suits. I took what I needed, shoved them into my bag, and ducked behind the transport, leaving it between myself and the base buildings.

Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the Relocator and tapped it until I found the coordinates from the portal region by Terran Five. With a deep breath, I hit the icon and felt the energy spin around and then through me. When it stopped, I was outside the portal room. Before anything, I took a long drink of water and ate an energy ball from the rations. It tasted like mud but filled my stomach enough to stop the growling. I slid the cloak off and put on the thin EVA suit and clasped the helmet onto it. The oxygen from it cleared my tired head enough to make me feel temporarily rejuvenated.

I grabbed one of the hover scooters Mary and I had stowed away, then entered the portal room.

As I threw the cloak back on over the EVA, something made a noise nearby. It could have been a footstep or a rock falling from a wall. With a quick glance, I saw nothing out of the ordinary, so I moved to the middle of the room, where the once dormant gemstone began to glow.

“Here goes nothing.”

I followed the instructions Kareem had given me, thankful I had been able to memorize the intricacies in a short amount of time. There was no one to ask now that he was dead. The red worlds’ symbols appeared, and I found the one for the Bhlat home planet.

Before I pressed it, I took the time to read the few details they had stored into the system about the world. Not much of it was useful, but it did say the locals didn’t know of the portal’s existence, at least not at the time of the entry. A lot could have changed since then. There were a lot of warnings on the Bhlat. It said they were conquerors, always seeking out expansion of their colonies, often resulting in the extinction of worlds. The phrase hit me like a ton of bricks. The flying drills I’d seen coming down on Earth were what the notes spoke of. Earth was about to be eradicated. Time was running out.

I checked the seal on my EVA. When I saw the green light, I sat on my hover scooter and fastened the supply bag to it, keeping my rifle in my hand.

I pressed the icon and was bathed in light, hoping there were no long-term implications of using the portal so often over a short period of time. They were becoming an integral part of my unwanted adventures, and my tired body wished I’d give it a rest for a while.

My internal battle within my mind paused when the light ceased, and I saw someone in the room with me. How did they know I was coming? My rifle came up lightning fast, and I felt my finger brush the trigger.

“Don’t shoot!” a voice called in frightened English.

I lowered the rifle just enough to get a good look at the man, and he fell to the ground, rolled into a ball. He just kept repeating “Don’t shoot” over and over.

“Who the hell are you?” I asked him.

“My name’s Leonard Birkhower, sir. Don’t shoot.”

Leonard? “Wait, the Leonard who does the Survivors comic series?”

He moved his arms from covering his helmet in a futile attempt to stop my pulse rifle from killing him. “You know of me?” He grinned from ear to ear, and I almost laughed at how silly this young man with thick black glasses looked on the ground covered in dust.

I reached down, and he gripped my outstretched hand with a sweaty palm. “What are you doing here?”

“And miss out a chance to see Dean Parker kick bad guy ass?”

“You do realize I could get killed here?”

“Not you. You’re invincible.”

“Kid, this isn’t a comic book. I’m just a man like you.”

He dusted his clothing off and looked me in the eyes with an admonished glance. “I’m nothing like you.”

Who was this guy, and why was I feeling bad for him? He very well could get me killed. Of all the people I wanted to have beside me on the dangerous world full of Bhlat, Leonard the comic book artist wasn’t one of them. I mentally chided myself for not searching the room better before hitting the icon.

“Regardless, how did you get here?” I asked, my patience beginning to wear thin.

“I was at the base. One of my buddies is a custodian there. We drink beer and shoot rocks in the hills sometimes.”

“This buddy wouldn’t be where you’re getting top secret information about us, would it?” I thought of the issues I’d seen that touched a little too close to the truth.

He turned red and averted his eyes from my gaze. “Maybe. Your stories are too awesome to keep away from the public. We all need to know what really went down. You’re heroes, and we all need to look up to you guys. You give us hope. You think it’s easy moving away from Earth after seeing your family die on those vessels? Some of us have nothing else.” His pitch was rising, and I had the urge to give the kid a hug, but I needed to play hardball.

“How did you get here?”

“Jeb gave me a suit and showed me how to use it.” He flipped a switch; when he spoke again, a series of Deltra words echoed his speech.

“Enough of that. He knew where the portal was?”

“Is that what you call it? Of course, it makes sense. Yeah, he overheard the general talking with Tucker.”

We would have to take precautions now that the location of it was out there. People traveling to other worlds would bring a lot of issues.

“You can’t stay here. I have to bring you home.” I started to use the console to find New Spero’s portal symbol. For the first time, I looked around the room. It was much the same as the rest of them, but years of disuse showed. The ground was covered in a thick dirt layer, cobwebs hanging in all nooks and crannies. I wondered how far underground we were, and how far from a city we would be. The four corners had the columns like the other rooms had.

“I won’t get in the way. Let me help,” Leonard said in a small desperate voice.

My communicator vibrated lightly, and I fished it out of my pocket. I knew what this call was about.

I pressed the accept icon. “Dean here.”

“Dean, I’m not going to get into it with you now, but don’t think this conversation is over. I hope you understand how angry I was to wake up with you gone and a note in the kitchen.” Mary’s voice was angry but low.

“I’m sorry. I had to go with my gut.”

“Make your gut go faster. We’re on Earth now, and it’s not good. Whatever they’re doing is messing with our atmosphere, and fast. If we don’t stop them, our people aren’t going to make it.” She sounded near-panicked.

“Dean, hurry the hell up. We’re going up as planned. This should be interesting.” Magnus had obviously grabbed the communicator. “Do what you have to do, Dean. Remember, this is about saving our people.”

I would do what I had to and patted my pocket where the small killing machine from the Deltra station sat, waiting to be used one more time. I couldn’t let this wide-eyed kid who looked up to me see what I was going to do with it, but I didn’t have time.

“Good luck. Mary, I love you, babe.”

“Holy crap. Was that…?” Leonard stared with his jaw dropped to his chest.

“Yes. Mary and Magnus. You really want to help? Promise me, whatever you see, that you won’t make a comic of what’s about to happen. If things go south, and they might, I have to do something I don’t want to.”

The kid nodded.

“Promise me!” I almost yelled the words.

“I…I promise,” he said hesitantly.

“Put this on,” I said, tossing him the backup cloaking outfit.

He put it over his EVA, breathing heavily as he did so. I caught him once to keep him from falling over as his boot got stuck in the pant leg. When it was done, he looked down and smiled at me. “What does it do?” he asked. Instead of answering him, I showed him, and clicked the hand control. To his eyes, most of me disappeared.

“Wow. That’s going to look great in the comics.”

“What did I just say?” I asked, regretting my decision to let him stay. “You stay here in the portal room, sit down, and stay cloaked. No one will know you’re here. I’ll be back for you.”

He suddenly looked terrified, as if being left alone here was far scarier than roaming a hostile alien planet. “Don’t make me stay. I’ve always been too afraid to do anything. I didn’t play sports because the other kids told me I was too slow or too fat. I’ve never asked a girl out, because I know they’ll just reject me. If there’s one thing the Event taught me, it’s that I need to live. Not just survive, but thrive. Let me help you. I need to help you. I want to help them.”

As I was about to tell him “no,” his words soaked into me. Standing there wasn’t a scared kid, but a man who was willing to risk his life to help people. “Fine, but don’t do anything stupid. Listen to anything I say and do it. And when things get tough, keep going. No matter what.” And don’t hold my actions against me, I added to myself.

He beamed for a second and then paled, finally realizing he got his way.

I pushed the pack at him and he grabbed it, slinging it over his shoulder with a grunt. The hover bike came with me, and we exited the doorless room, walking into a hall leading away from the portal. Already I could feel the heat of the planet, and my suit began to cool me. I saved the coordinates in my Relocator and kept moving.

After a half hour, we came to a dead end, where a pile of small rocks barred most of the way out. We set everything down and set to methodically moving them. After another half hour, we were breathing heavily and sweating in our suits, but we had an opening large enough to fit through with the hover scooter.

I crossed through first, my rifle ready to fire if needed. My cloaked head poked out, and I let a low whistle fly. We were on a mountain, water as far as the eye could see below, a dark red star casting a devilish glow over everything.

“Welcome to hell,” I said to myself.


TWENTY-THREE

“Maybe I should go back,” Leonard said as the view came into his sightlines.

“It’s too late for that. We have to get moving.” The range of mountains we were on rose up another hundred feet or so, and I made for the peak, careful of my footing on the rocky surface. For the time being, I left the scooter behind, knowing it would be more of a burden than a help. “Stay there,” I said back to Leonard, whose silence told me he was happy to do so.

The sun was still high in the sky, but the dim glow it cast was difficult for my eyes. I tripped on a few rocks on my way up, my path jagged as I made for the most acute inclines I could find. Still, I was near the top of the peak in only a few minutes. With a deep breath of my suit’s oxygen, I peered over the edge, praying I wouldn’t see more water. If we were on an island, my hopes of finishing my mission would be dashed.

Squinting to get a better look, I saw what I’d been wishing for: land. The mountain went down at a gradual decline toward a hard-looking surface below. Red topiary covered the distance: likely a forest on this strange world. Bright lights rose into the sky beyond, indicating a large city in the right direction.

“Leonard, I’ll be right there. We have a way down,” I relayed through the suit’s comm, and when I looked down at him, he waved, giving me a gloved thumbs-up. The task at hand truly scared me. I only had the centuries-old details from the portal file to go by, but according to it, their closest capital city was southwest of the portal. I could only cross my fingers that it was still there, and that what I was looking for would be present.

“What’s it look like?” Leonard asked as I neared him.

“Let’s just say the comic won’t be lacking for inspiration.” I turned the hover scooter on and guided it with my hands to the peak, my tag-along’s footing stumbling as we went. “You seem to be taking this well.”

He grunted as he lifted a leg over a large stone. “All my life I’ve been afraid to do anything surprising. I was picked last for every sport in physical education, I was made fun of for having my nose stuck in the newest Star Battle books, and because of it, I stuck to myself.”

We made it up top, and Leonard gasped as the Bhlat world’s view came into sight. “It’s beautiful,” he whispered. The red color palette over everything had felt malevolent initially, but the longer I looked at it, the more I just accepted it was the nature of the planet. Was it so different than where we came from?

“You’re right. It is,” I agreed. “What changed?” I prompted him. The more I kept him talking, the less he’d realize how dangerous our surroundings really were.

“You.”

“Me?”

“You more than the others. Magnus and Natalia were commandos. Tough as nails and went through some serious crap during their time as mercenaries. They were prepared for the Event as much as anyone could have been. Mary was Air Force, trained as well, smart and…” He paused, looking at me. “Beautiful. Not that that has anything to do with it.”

I held back a laugh, and now understood how Leonard had made the Mary version in his comics all the more voluptuous than any real woman.

“But you, Dean. Dean Parker, chartered accountant from a sleepy town in upstate New York. A guy who worked hard and watched the love of his life pass away so young. A man who liked to drink a pint and throw a baseball around with friends. You’re the everyman who came from obscurity and saved the world. And that’s why I want to be a better man.”

I stopped walking and looked Leonard in the eyes. Through the helmet’s visor and his glasses, his brown eyes had a red glow to them on this world, and they looked hard at me. I hadn’t given much thought to my own story over the last couple years. It seemed so irrelevant with everything going on, and I was a little shocked to learn that anyone actually knew me. He’d painted a fairly accurate picture.

“Thanks, Leonard. I never thought of myself as anything special.”

“That’s what makes the best hero, don’t you see? I’m just happy to be here with you. Can you fill me in on the plan?”

“What do you know so far?” I asked as we started down the other side of the mountain.

He looked contemplative before speaking. “The Bhlat are really there, aren’t they?”

I nodded, the weight of my helmet exaggerating the gesture. “They are.”

“Son of a sailor. I didn’t believe Jeb when he told me the president went there and was missing.”

“My other friends are with her,” I said, trying to let him fill in the pieces.

“Slate, Nick, and Clare, right?” This kid knew his stuff.

“You seem to know a lot.”

“I have to pay attention to every little detail if I want my comics to be accurate.”

I thought back to a couple of crazy plots from the books and asked him about the one where Mary and I had to give our firstborn to an alien race’s king in exchange for our freedom.

“You were gone so long, I could only speculate on what was happening to you out there,” he said. “Pretty kickass, though, right?”

“I’ll be honest, I did enjoy reading them.”

“Seriously?” he asked, and I noted how much farther down the slope we were. Another half hour, and we’d be able to get on the scooter. My tired body was looking forward to the break.

“Only one thing,” I said.

“What?”

“You made my hair gray in the later issues. How old do you think I am?” I asked as a joke, but the truth was, I had been seeing some grays creeping into the sides of my hair, like unwanted visitors you knew would never leave once they showed up.

“You were gone for seven years. I expected you to have aged.” It was a valid point. “So the Bhlat are at Earth. How are we going to save the day?”

His optimism lifted me up. Such a simple question, but important to my current mindset. But his question was one-sided. It was as if he knew we were going to save the people of Earth; he just wanted to know how I was planning on doing it.

“We’re on their world. We need a bartering chip. There’s no way we can fight them without losing. We have to play our one hand, and that’s what we’re doing here. Playing our hand.” I didn’t go into further details, and Leonard seemed to accept that it was need-to-know, and he’d know when I needed him to.

“Then let’s do just that.”

My communicator vibrated, and I tapped it through to my suit’s earpiece. “Mary?”

“Dean, we’re almost to their ship. They seem to have bought our story. They asked about the one we call Dean, and we told them you were dead.”

Goosebumps lined my arms, like her saying that was a harbinger of things to come. “Be careful. Don’t let them take the communicator. We’re heading to the city now.”

“We?” she asked, worry and anger mixed together in her voice.

I forgot they wouldn’t have known I wasn’t alone. “The comic book kid, Leonard, conveniently learned we were on a mission and beat me to the secret portal. We need to lock that place down when we’re back.” When we’re back.

“Don’t let anything slow you down. Anything.” Mary had an edge to her voice, and I glanced at Leonard, who couldn’t hear our conversation.

“I won’t. Stay safe. It’ll be over soon, one way or another.”

“If this is it…”

“It won’t be,” I said, trying to keep the tremor from my voice.

“If it is, I want you to know how much you’ve meant to me. To be really loved and have a partner has meant the world to me.” She laugh-sobbed in my ear. “It’s meant many worlds to me. Just remember me, Dean Parker. Remember the spark we had so long ago on our trip to Peru and beyond.”

I held back tears, turning from Leonard so he couldn’t see my emotions threaten to overtake me.

“I won’t, babe. I never could. I’ll see you soon.”

“See you soon.” The connection went dead.

I shoved the pain in my gut down and kept moving.

Once the ground leveled out enough for me to trust using a hover scooter with the added weight of Leonard and our gear strapped to it, we hopped onto the vehicle. There was just enough room for us, me pushed too close to the front, and Leonard complaining half of him was hanging off the back of it.

Time wasn’t on my side as I hit the thruster, a little too heavily at first. Leonard’s arms wrapped tightly around me to keep him from flying off the end.

“Sorry,” I said into my mic, and eased up a bit. The lights of the city seemed distant as we moved from the hillside into the red-tinged forest. I had to slow to navigate the trees, and a couple times we could have walked faster as the copses got denser.

“It looks so much like home,” Leonard said. “Or Earth, at least,” he corrected himself. Earth was no longer this man’s home.

The bark on the tall thin trees was smooth and pale, the tops of them growing high in the sky, looking to reach the dark red sun beyond. They fought to rise above the canopy of their neighbors, to reach the heavens, and grow deep in the ground to reach maximum sustenance below.

As I gawked at my surroundings, I felt a connection to the world we’d entered uninvited. If you closed your eyes and felt around, you wouldn’t know you weren’t on Earth. I wondered what it smelled like outside. The HUD on my suit’s mask told me the air wasn’t toxic to us but would be thin and hard to breathe for long. That was better than instant death, should something unplanned occur.

The ground was covered in small plants: thin grass fighting for life down below a thick overhead covering of branches and red leaves. I felt like the grass. We had to fight to stay alive, but this grass had been doing it symbiotically for years among the trees. They hadn’t tried to snuff the life from the taller plants; instead, they accepted their role, and did that make them any less a part of their environment? I spotted a growth on a tree and wondered if it was invited or not. The whole ecosystem worked in harmony, a dance of life, and growth, and death.

Could we as intelligent lifeforms learn from their coexistence? Could humans be on the same side as the Deltra, the Shimmalians and the Bhlat? Would we ever find a way to cohabitate in the universe? Kareem’s dying words ran through my head, and I wondered what he saw in me. The big picture was one you needed a ten-thousand-foot view to see, and I was down in the trenches, seeing it all way too closely.

“Watch out, Dean!” Leonard’s voice carried into my earpiece, and he pulled tight on my abdomen. I narrowly avoided running into a large felled tree lying horizontally on the forest floor.

“Thanks. Sorry, I’m in my own head.”

The forest opened up the farther along we went, and before we knew it, we were nearing the edge of it. A narrow stream ran alongside it, steam lifting from the babbling waters. Something told me it was hostile, a dangerous liquid. There were few plants near it, and those that were close angled away from it, rather than toward it for nourishment.

“Hold on to your butt,” I said as I pushed the throttle forward. The scooter pushed faster, and we carried past the edge of the forest and over the small river. Once clear of the trees, the grass got thicker, still red in hue. It was like a field after a battle in the ancient days; the grass looked like it was covered in the blood of the slaughtered. I almost expected to see fallen soldiers, but it was quiet, not a tree or animal in sight.

Leonard reached over my shoulder and pointed forward. “Look.”

The city crept up on us, only a few miles away now. The buildings rose high into the midday sky, some above the rose-colored clouds. The skyscrapers reminded me of the abandoned city where Slate and I had met Suma those few months ago; only this city wouldn’t be abandoned. It was full of Bhlat, and at that moment, they were in possession of my loved ones, trying to take over Earth. The Kalentrek pressed against my chest as it sat tightly in my breast pocket. I wouldn’t risk taking it off my person. The power it possessed was immense. The life it could snuff out in a heartbeat scared me.

What would Leonard think of me if I activated it among them? What would I think of me? I clenched my jaw, resolved to do whatever I needed to do to save my friends, but at what cost?

“Now would be a good time to tell me the plan,” Leonard said when the city limits looked two miles away. I spotted roadways, and ships were flying through the sky: some were small, like floating cars, while others were large vessels, criss-crossing through a three-dimensional rush hour.

“First step, hide the scooter.” I pulled over in a field lined with young trees. Crops grew from what seemed like fertile ground; loamy soil stuck to our boots as we got off the vehicle.

“Then what?”

“We activate our cloaks and walk to the palace.”

“What palace?”

“The one where our target’s located.”

The communicator buzzed again. This time, Magnus’ voice came into my ear. “Dean, we’re on their ship. This’ll be our last communication. Are you almost there?”

“We’re at the city. Give me a couple hours.”

I heard the hiss of an airlock, a string of Bhlat words, and the call cut off.
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I activated the translator so I could make out what any passing Bhlat were saying. I showed Leonard how to use it, and the first time he heard a Bhlat’s voice, he stopped in his tracks, unable to move. It was even harder to get him to keep going once he laid eyes on one of them.

We were on the outskirts of the city, but luckily for us, most of their transportation happened in the sky. Massive pedways connected the buildings, like in the dead city I’d visited, leaving only a few to roam the streets below. This was to our advantage. Though we were wearing cloaking uniforms, they weren’t infallible, and eventually, someone would notice us.

The first Bhlat civilian we encountered was once again much smaller than the initial contact I’d made on the Deltra station. That one had been an eight-foot-tall warrior, and this was a six-foot male, wearing a robe on the warm day. He moved slowly, like time meant nothing to him, causing us to slow down behind him. I mentally urged him to move along, but he just stood there, face to the red sun, sniffing in the afternoon air.

He said a string of words that translated into my ear as, “Blessed are those who are still walking today.”

He said it a couple more times before opening his eyes and looking toward us. I froze, my heart pounding so hard I thought it was going to jump out and startle the Bhlat. It felt like his eyes made contact with mine; pinks and oranges swirled beside each other in his eyes, and I stared into them, petrified and mesmerized at the same time. Then he looked away, moving on to whatever chore he was set upon.

“Dean, was that a Bhlat?” Leonard asked quietly once no one was around.

“It was.”

“They don’t seem that scary,” he said, a trembling hand still set on my shoulder.

“They won’t all seem intimidating. Who are you more scared of: an old man back in your hometown or a jacked-up soldier with a gun?”

“I get it. This place just seems so normal.”

“We keep moving,” I said, ignoring his comment.

The surface of the sidewalk was paved with a dark asphalt-like substance. It was hard but had a slight give to it, one that wouldn’t crack with season changes. Each building had doors leading into it, a couple with armed security guards. I wondered if they were banks, and just what Bhlat commerce was like on the planet. We avoided anywhere we saw Bhlat outside, and every so often, I looked up to make sure we weren’t being spotted from above.

Terrance had passed some rumors on about there being a palace from which the Bhlat fleet was ruled. A king or emperor ruled them with an iron fist, killing any that opposed him. I took it all with a grain of salt, since they were just distant rumors, but now, they were all I had to go on. The farther we got into the city, the more people we passed. Our clothing made it next to impossible to see us, but we still made noise and had a physical presence. If someone bumped into us, it was over.

We came across all sorts of Bhlat as we kept close to the sides of buildings. Children kicked a ball in the alleys, dust covering their robes. Females chatted about the weather as they carried boxes from one building to another. It all seemed so normal.

Sweat poured down my body, and even the suit’s built-in air conditioning couldn’t stop me from overheating. It was getting warm out; with the layers on and the anxiety of where we were, I was flushed all over.

“How are you holding up, Leonard?”

“Terribly. Is this what being a hero is all about?”

“Pretty much.”

“Then you can have all the glory from now on.”

A loud Bhlat voice carried over to us from around the edge of a high-rise building, and we stopped. I motioned for Leonard to go flat against the wall. I wanted to grab my rifle, but that would expose me, so I stayed still.

“The Tarna will not be seeing petitioners today. Go back home,” the voice called. The word Tarna didn’t translate, and I understood that to be the name or title of someone.

Taking a peek around the corner, I saw a line of people that went on for as far as I could see, toward a section of the city to the east.

“I’ve read enough medieval books to know that the peasants petition the king at the palace. Follow that line, and we find the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow,” Leonard said, nervously laughing.

He was probably right. A group of petitioners turned and walked past us, their heads down low. “We need water. How are we going to grow the crops? Theos bless us,” a Bhlat woman said through long sharp teeth.

“Shhhh. Don’t say that name,” her friend hissed back. “Sometimes I wonder why I spend time with you. Shouting out blasphemy on the streets.”

They kept moving, and my heart rate returned to only slightly escalated instead of full-on panic. The woman had mentioned the Theos. The old gods’ name still escaped the lips of our enemy. That was interesting, yet they didn’t know about the portals, which made it even more of a mystery. Maybe there was a card I could add to this last hand I was playing.

Motioning for Leonard to follow, I turned around, heading toward the block parallel to the line of people. We’d follow the line, but from a distance. From here, I spotted what could only be the palace. It was a huge building, walls standing as tall as the skyscrapers near it. It looked a meld of glass, stone, and metal from our vantage point: as futuristic and imposing as I could have imagined.

The closer we got to our destination, the slower the travel. More and more bodies cluttered the alleys now, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to stay hidden. Leonard’s deep breathing was crossing through my earpiece, and I had to tell him to calm down a few times. He didn’t reply to my prodding.

A city block away from the immense towers ahead, I had to make a decision. If we kept creeping around cloaked, we were bound to be caught, and we were running out of time.

“Leonard,” I said when we were out of earshot of any Bhlat on the streets, “change of plans.” I told him to follow me, and we ducked and turned away from the wide entrance to the palace. Huge stone steps rose to a large open doorway, where armored guards kept a watchful eye on anyone coming or going. This wasn’t going to work.

Around the corner, we found what I assumed would be there: a servants’ entrance. A couple of Bhlat men were hanging outside, smoking a potent herb from something resembling a pipe. They were in the same white robes, but these were hooded. The men were taller than us by a good foot; smoke blew out one man’s three nostrils.

As they entered the door, I gripped it just before it closed and followed them into the room. Boots and uniforms lined the walls, and before the two of them knew it, I decloaked, holding my pulse rifle up toward them.

“Don’t shoot,” the first one said, his words translating through my earpiece.

“Listen to me.” I paused while the translator spat out the appropriate Bhlat words. “Do as I say, and you can go home to your families tonight.”

This got the two wide gray faces to nod along. I got a good look at a Bhlat for the first time. These two had the same swirling movement in their eyes as the others I’d encountered, and mucus flew from one of the left alien’s nostrils. As much as I was taught that something with teeth that sharp must be a monster, these two seemed like normal people, no different from anyone on the street back home.

“Good. Now tell me who’s in charge, and where I can find them.”

____________

“Are you sure this is going to work?” Leonard asked me from beneath his cowl. He looked like an overweight ghost in the get-up, and I doubted my plan.

“No. I’m liking the odds less and less.” I pushed the cart down the hall toward the Empress’ offices. The Bhlat had told us they were scheduled to do maintenance on her floor atop the towers that morning. After grilling them for an hour, we donned their clothing and made our move.

The cart held our supplies inside, and I had a pulse pistol tucked away under my too-large Bhlat uniform. I was swimming in it, worried each step would cause me to trip over it and make myself known.

The handheld Kalentrek was in my palm. The only solace of that was in knowing I could activate it and kill any Bhlat in the area. That might save my and Leonard’s skin, but it wasn’t going to help our case back at Earth.

We used a key fob on the elevator, the door opening. We entered and pressed the icon the Bhlat had advised, but instead of a lift, an energy surge raced through my body. The next thing I knew, we were on the top floor.

“Freaky,” Leonard said.

I checked my pocket for the Relocator and reminded Leonard to stay close. If we needed to bolt for the portal, I had to be touching him when I activated the device.

Before we left the room, I passed the Kalentrek to Leonard. “Don’t touch it,” I warned him. I climbed on the cart, hoping no one would enter the transporter elevator, and lifted a ceiling grate. “Pass it up,” I said, taking the small device and setting it there. With my tablet, I took an image of it there, turned on so the lights on it glowed softly.

“What’s that for?” Leonard asked as I took the device back and replaced the grate.

“Backup plan.”
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The doors opened, and we entered the beehive. Armed Bhlat strode down the halls, half as wide as they were tall in their armor. We kept our eyes down, our uniforms and servant cowls covering our far-too-obvious human faces.

I didn’t know much about their leader, but they said she ran all things under the ever-expanding Bhlat colonies. I’d asked what kind of woman she was, and their eyes had gotten wide. They clearly feared her.

The room was open, with three halls heading in different directions from the floor’s foyer. The guards seemed uninterested in us, and I doubted they’d ever been infiltrated before.

“Left,” I whispered, and pushed the cart down the left hall, with Leonard following close behind.

A tall, slim female walked past us, her clothing colorful and rich: a stark contrast to the clothing we’d seen the regular ground-dwellers wearing. I heard her footsteps slow as we walked the opposite direction, and I could feel her eyes on my back as we kept going. Sweat dripped down my torso as my fears escalated and threatened to take over. I thought of Mary on their ship above Earth, and all of my friends in danger there. It was enough to keep my feet moving. The female’s footsteps started up again, getting quieter the farther apart we got.

With a quick glance, I looked up and spotted two hefty guards at the end of the hall. They looked much like the warriors we’d faced on the Deltra space station, and I wasn’t looking forward to fighting them again. But I didn’t have a choice.

“Stay behind me,” I said to Leonard, who happily slowed his pace.

The guards said something to me, but without my translator on, I couldn’t make out the words. I nodded, my face still covered, and when I was ten feet in front of them, I reached under the cart I was pushing, my hand coming to rest on the butt of the pulse rifle.

They spoke again, this time louder, angrier. This was it. I had to get through the doors if my plan was going to work. My last resort was still in my pocket, and I nearly reached for it with my other hand. I could end them now, show the power at my fingertips. Show them we weren’t to be trifled with. Humans weren’t going to roll over for them. I had seconds to act, and I closed my eyes for a tiny moment, remembering the forest on the way down from the portal just hours ago. Kareem’s last words echoed in my mind as I gripped the Kalentrek with my left hand, and the rifle with my right. Make things different.

My left hand let go and I raised the rifle, pointing it at them before they had time to react.

The guard on the left grunted, his sharp teeth bared at me. He spoke a string of hostile commands, but I didn’t waver. I held the rifle straight between them, waiting for an excuse to shoot. Their armor was thick, matte black, and dangerous-looking. I had to shoot for the head, like Mary had when we’d first encountered them.

I nodded to the door, and they seemed to understand. The one on the right moved to open the door, and the other reached for a gun on his hip. I shot him in the head so quickly, it even startled me.

“Dean!” Leonard shouted behind me, but I didn’t turn or reply. I just motioned for the door again, and the Bhlat guard laid his gun down to open it. Nudging the barrel of the rifle in the air, I waved for the guard to go in first. He did, hesitant to show his back to me.

“Drag him inside,” I said to Leonard, my voice grim.

“Drag… drag him?”

“Do it,” I said, and followed the guard inside. The room was wide, tall panoramic windows letting in red sunlight from a wide angle.

A red-robed female Bhlat sat on a couch with a small alien beside her. They talked quietly and didn’t seem to notice us at all.

Behind me, Leonard groaned as he fought to pull the gargantuan Bhlat in with us. I motioned for the guard to help him, and he obeyed. Soon the door was shut, the dead guard’s blood a smear across the entryway.

“Stay here,” I said to Leonard, and passed him my pistol. He took it with a trembling hand.

He pointed the gun at the remaining guard, who glared at me with hate and distaste. “Don’t let him get too close. If he does, shoot him in the head.”

“Dean, I don’t know if I can.”

“You have to. Do it and let yourself grieve later.”

He nodded, and I turned and walked toward the Empress and the child.

The room had a boardroom-style table in it, and it was uncanny how much their civilization mirrored our own. A holographic video played in the center of the table: images of large Bhlat ships moving around a planet. I watched it for a few seconds and realized it wasn’t just any planet; it was Earth.

I almost grabbed the communicator to make contact, but waited. I stepped toward the couch, and the woman said something quietly to the child before turning to me.

For a Bhlat, she was stunning. Her wide face was framed by thick black braids, and her eyes were a light swirling red, making me think of molten lava. Her lips parted in a thin smile, sharp teeth making her look like a dangerous predator.

“I wondered when someone would make it up here. I expected it from the Kraski, if I’m being honest, but not a human.” She spoke in perfect English, and I was caught off-guard. I closed my mouth, not wanting her to see my surprise.

“We’re craftier than you think,” I said, playing along with her banter.

“Whom am I addressing?” she asked. Beside her, the little girl’s blue eyes danced as she stared at me intently.

“Dean Parker,” I said, glad to get a reaction from her.

“You’re a hard man to kill, it seems. Admiral Blel told me only a while ago he had your friends, and that you were dead. They seemed to want to barter but claimed they wouldn’t talk yet.”

“The timing just had to be right.”

“Yes, so it seems.” She looked over my shoulder to where Leonard was holding a gun to the guard; then she glanced to the floor, where the dead one lay in a pile. “What is it you want?”

“I want peace. I want you to leave Earth and never come back.”

“It’s too late for that. We’ve already begun the harvest. There’s no going back.”

I cringed inwardly. I had to pivot. “Then let us leave, and you can have it.” I was literally bartering away a planet, but given the circumstance, I didn’t have a choice.

She looked intrigued. “Is that so?”

“Yes. Take the planet. Use its water, use its ore, but let us leave. Don’t make contact ever again.”

“Or what?” she asked.

“You don’t want to find out,” I said, almost bluffing, but knowing I could still end their city with the touch of a button.

She stood silent for a minute, analyzing the situation.

“We have a deal,” she said, and I felt a fraction of the tension in my back ease up. She moved for the table and tapped an icon glowing on a built-in screen.

She said something in Bhlat, and I caught the name Blel. A gruff voice called back, and they went back and forth. I heard the name Mary carry over, and I gripped the rifle harder.

“What did he say?” I asked, remembering the dreams I’d had in which Mary was killed in our final confrontation with the Bhlat.

She didn’t say anything for a long minute, and my eyes started to well up. “What did he say?” I yelled.

“He said there was an altercation. One of the human guests has been killed.”

My gut clenched, and my vision went black. “Which guest?” I asked, knowing the answer.

One word escaped through her sharp teeth, her swirling eyes conveying a touch of sympathy. “Mary.”

The door blew open before I had a chance to let it soak in. I almost didn’t turn to the concussion blast. If she was gone, then what was the point?

Leonard’s yelling voice brought me back, and I spun, firing at the incoming guards. Red pulses erupted from my rifle, and Leonard’s pistol joined me as a dozen armed Bhlat raced into the room. I just needed to touch the Empress and Leonard, and we could get out of here. Only when I looked back at her, she and the child were near the window.

We ducked behind the table, trading fire with the newcomers. I made a lucky shot and saw one of them drop dead. Leonard had his hand up over his head, firing backwards with his eyes closed. One of his shots hit, and footsteps started coming our way, closer to us.

The Empress called out a command, and the firing instantly stopped. She said another string of words, and the warriors lowered their weapons. I didn’t do the same. For all I knew, we’d raise our hands and get killed for our efforts.

I stood up, rifle pointed at the eight or so standing guards, and crossed the room to the imposing woman at the window. The Relocator was in my other palm now, and Leonard got close.

The Empress looked at us, and to the dead guards on the floor. She held her daughter’s hand as I reached to touch her and Leonard with my bare hands. I touched the Relocator.
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“If we made a deal, why did we take their Empress?” Leonard asked, his hands still shaking. I was impressed with how well he’d handled himself and told him so.

“For insurance. I don’t trust them, and right before we got rudely interrupted, we heard that… they killed someone.” I wouldn’t believe she was dead or let myself dwell on the implications, because I’d be a mess on the ground if I did.

“Where are we?” the Empress asked, her child finally done crying. We were in the portal cave, but I wouldn’t let her see outside and let her know where the portal was located.

“Don’t worry about that. Leonard, blindfold them.” I ripped some fabric from the woman’s robe, and Leonard gently tied the red fabric around her face, then the girl’s. Neither protested.

Once they couldn’t see, we led them to the portal room. The last few days’ events raced through my mind. Mary’s last words to me rang in my ears, and I almost stopped right there. We were close to the end, I knew it. I just didn’t know what the end meant. The end of the conflict, or the end of us?

Soon we were standing behind the table in the center of the room, and I found Earth’s symbol with a shaky hand.

“Dean?” Leonard asked, breaking me from my daze.

Instead of answering him, I just tapped the icon, and light enveloped the four of us.

____________

The trip to the surface took a while, since we had to rise through the thick earth in pairs. This time, I kept my eyes closed the whole time, our counterparts not having to think about it with theirs covered. The child whimpered in my arms, but I ignored her. Their comfort meant nothing to me. All I could think about was getting up to the invading Bhlat ship where Mary was.

Once we made it outside, I nearly doubled over. Last time we’d left, the Bhlat mining machines had been lowering. Now the sky was covered in clouds, the atmosphere thin and breaking up.

The huge mining vessels didn’t seem active, so maybe the Bhlat were here to barter. Looking around, I knew it was too late to salvage our world. My stomach sank, and my already morose mood took on an all-time low.

I’d lost the woman I loved and a planet in the same day.

Leonard looked around in wide-eyed wonder, his face having gone pale the instant he’d stepped outside.

With no other option, I took out my communicator. “This is Dean Parker. I have your Empress. Send a ship to me, and we end this now.” I was done messing around.

A Bhlat voice spoke through the communicator, and the Empress translated for me.

“They have dispatched a ship and are willing to parley peacefully.” Her voice was firm, even though her hands were tied and her eyes covered.

“Peacefully? Look at this!” I yelled, ripping the cloth from around her head. She stared upward with bright red eyes. The sky crackled, wind angrily blowing dust around the pyramids.

“I’m sorry,” she said, voice smaller than I’d heard it yet.

“For what? For taking our water to expand your fleet, so you can do this to another world?” I was shouting now, tears flowing down my dusty face.

She looked down, abashed. “I heard you were barbarians. No better than a Tarkan from the outer reaches. When I gave my support, I thought we were doing the universe a favor. You killed the Kraski and most of the Deltra,” she said, as if this were a good enough reason for what her people had done.

“They tried to kill us first. The damn Kraski were on the run from you! It all starts with you! You’re a discredit to the universe, and the Theos would be ashamed.” I wasn’t sure why I said their ancient race’s name, but it seemed to strike a chord.

Her tense posture loosened. “You’re probably right. But all my family has done is solidify our standing in the pecking order. It’s kill or be killed.”

“I understand that more than you know.” And I did.

Minutes ticked by in silence before a boxy ship lowered from above, blue thrusters pointing at the earth as it flew down before stopping a couple hundred yards from our position. The Empress was holding the girl now, and I pointed my rifle at them.

“Leonard, take the girl,” I said firmly. He hesitated. “Take the damn girl!” He rushed over and set a hand on her small shoulder. “Get your pistol out.”

He looked back at me, a grim expression on his chubby face. I hated to force his hand on this, but he wanted to be in the middle of it, so this was it.

A large Bhlat warrior stepped out, oversized gun in hand. He wore an EVA suit, the air probably nearly unbreathable for them as well. I could feel the thin air making my head light. Mix in the lack of sleep, and I worried I wouldn’t be on two feet for long.

He motioned for us to come closer, and we walked toward him, the Bhlat woman and child between us and the ship.

The Empress said a few words in Bhlat and he nodded, lowering the gun. We entered the ship, but my finger didn’t leave the trigger for a second.

We entered the rough-looking fifty-foot ship through a side ramp, and I got stared down by a few hulking armored soldiers, each kneeling as the Empress stepped on board. It looked to be a drop ship of some sort, and I wondered how many of these they usually used on an invasion. Or did they just steal the resources from space, defending the miners when needed? It was dimly lit, and we stayed in the bay, weapons and cold metal seats with belts lining the walls.

No one spoke until we’d been inside for five minutes or so.

“Dean Parker, we can still make our deal.” The Empress turned her head and spoke softly into my ear.

“Mary,” was all I said back.

“If this was your mate, then I’m truly sorry. I lost a mate once, far too young. Linna there is all I have left of him.” She nodded to the little one, scared to death under Leonard’s light grip.

“What do you know of the Gatekeepers?” I asked before thinking.

She stiffened. “Why do you use that name?”

“Answer the question.”

“The Theos left us. Yes, we once walked worlds with them. It is said that the first Bhlat were found by them on a distant planet. One day they left, and rumors said they were seen on countless worlds sporadically over the next century or so. We never knew what they were doing, but the name Gatekeeper made it back to us eventually. That you ask me about it now is of extreme interest to me.”

“Why?”

“Because you speak of things long lost and forbidden to our people. That you do so at such a tumultuous time for your people brings great importance to the portent it bears.”

“For someone who hasn’t met a human before today, you sure have a way with our words.” This from Leonard. His voice was light, his hand still shaking, but not nearly as much as it had been. His gaze lifted from us to the large guards across from us.

“I can share thousands of languages with you if you so desire. It is but a simple procedure, mastered centuries ago by our scientists,” the Empress said, and I wasn’t sure if she was trying to impress us or distract us.

“Enough about that. That’s all you know about the Gatekeepers?” I asked, anger still thick on my tongue.

“Yes. I have no reason to deceive you.”

“Why is it forbidden to speak of the Theos?” I asked, curious, recalling the Bhlat on the street, worried they would be overheard using the name.

“The Theos abandoned the universe. Many beings out there think they are gods, that they created all.”

“And you? What do you believe?” I asked.

She looked at me sidelong from her spot to my left, where I still aimed my gun at her. “I believe they were a wise race, far beyond our scope of understanding. They grew bored and left us all behind. The universe is a large place, one where they may still be hiding.”

“Maybe they aren’t hiding, just living their lives out in peace,” I said.

“Peace. That is such a powerful world, but rarely one anyone takes at face value.”

“Will we make this deal?” I asked, trying to read her expression. Her deep red eyes danced while staying still.

“We will.”

“Will you keep doing this to other worlds?”

“We will.”

“Why?” I asked, my lips sticking together as I moved my mouth.

“My world’s water is contaminated. We are many, billions upon billions, and water becomes the most important resource in the universe.”

I thought back to exiting the forest on the way to the Bhlat city, and how life crept away from the snaking river we’d passed.

“What about the metals?” I asked, knowing they weren’t just mining water on Earth.

“If we’re taking water, why not take every resource we can? It would be foolish.”

Kareem’s face floated to the forefront of my mind. Change the universe.

“Empress, what if I had a solution to your resource problem? What if I offered you coordinates to places out there that you could colonize with fresh water, and metals unheard of? Would you be willing to stop invading? Stop killing innocents for your own sake? Would you work with me, and change…” I cut myself off, not wanting to make it too cheesy. “Change the future?”

Her red eyes twitched, and a wet line streamed down her cheek. She glanced to her daughter, who looked back with wide eyes at her mother. “I would.”

If she was acting, I was buying it, but I had to proceed with caution. The ship jostled and landed, presumably inside the Bhlat ship where my friends were being kept. Mary. I had to end this all and see her one more time. I felt like screaming in anguish for my lost love. It was my fault. If only I’d brought her with me to get the Empress, none of this would have happened. She’d still be at my side. I was so selfish, and I’d never live it down.

The doors whistled open, jarring me from my own thoughts. We started to walk forward; the Empress turned to me and said, “Dean Parker, we will give in to your terms. Let me speak with Blel, and you will be allowed to leave with your…” She cut herself off, remembering my mate. “You will be allowed to leave and evacuate your planet.”

The guards went first, and when no one was looking, I slipped the Relocator out and saved our current location into it. A quick escape might be necessary, and I wasn’t taking any chances.

Leonard went in front of me, still holding the little Bhlat girl near him. We exited the ship, and the Empress called out in her native language as a large group of Bhlat warriors lined the immense open hangar we’d landed in.

The ship must have been huge, because there were at least twenty drop ships inside the hangar, and a full hundred or so warriors stood there, suited up and ready for battle. I felt like a fool wearing an oversized Bhlat servant’s robe, but at the end of the day, I didn’t really care what they thought of me. I only wanted to get my friends and leave.

The group of Bhlat separated, making a path for us to walk out of the large room. The hair on the back of my neck rose as I moved forward, leaving dozens of armed soldiers at my back. I waited for the feeling of a pulse blast ripping through me, but it didn’t come.

We exited through a cold metal slab of a door, the two guards from the ship still leading the way. I wanted to look around, to see the inside of a great warship from one of the universe’s most deadly races, but I kept my eyes forward, watching the back of the Empress’ head as we passed groups of gawking Bhlat. Here we found Bhlat in normal uniforms, men only slightly taller than humans, and women of all sizes. A ship this size wasn’t housed by warriors and guns alone.

“Where’s Blel?” I asked the Empress, who shrugged.

“They’re taking us to him now,” she said, her posture stronger and straighter than it had been since we’d first met.

We moved slowly down a couple of wide hallways. Some people shouted out to the Empress; others kneeled when whispers about who she was reached their ears. We kept moving, the Empress stoic and unresponsive to her people as we went.

My grip was tight on the pulse rifle, anxious sweat making my palm slick. I was almost there; I only needed to hold on for a little while longer. Long enough to make the deal and start moving our people.
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The walk felt like an hour, but after a few more minutes, we were brought to an elevator. I didn’t like the idea of entering the cramped space with the guards.

“Where does this lead? To Blel?” I asked.

The Empress asked something in Bhlat, and the guard grunted and nodded. “Yes, to the bridge.”

“Then the four of us go alone,” I said.

She relayed it, and one of the guards looked ready to pull a weapon. I tightened my grasp on the Empress, and she said something to them in a calming voice. He stepped back and let us enter the lift alone.

Unlike the elevator back at her palace, this one functioned like a normal one, and once inside, we lifted quickly. When the doors opened, I was ready for the fight of my life, but didn’t need to be as we were greeted by two tall thin Bhlat in dark gray uniforms.

The first one spoke, her words coming through a translator. “Welcome, Dean Parker. Your Majesty.” She bowed, and the other followed suit. “This way.” They turned and walked toward the main bridge.

It was immense, at least ten times the size of our small ships’ bridges. I spotted around twelve Bhlat officers on board. The lights were bright but not severe, and the space was spotless and shiny. This Blel was obviously a man of cleanliness and order. Almost familiar sounds emanated from the computers, once again reminding me that our races might not be as different as we seemed on the surface. I could use that.

“Mr. Parker,” a thick accented voice said in English. The man rose from what could only be his captain’s seat, front and center to the thirty-foot viewscreen at the far end of the bridge. He turned, and I expected to see an eight-foot-tall behemoth of a Bhlat warrior. Instead, I was greeted with a shrivelled, ancient-looking creature, shorter than myself and hunched at the back. He was bald, save for a tuft of hair that stuck out to one side from the top of his head. His eyes were black and beady; from this distance, I couldn’t make out any of the swirling visage the other Bhlat had. Blel wasn’t a young man. He breathed heavily, and gray hairs fluttered by his three nostrils as he did so.

“Blel,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Let her go and we can talk,” he said, his garbled words still translating.

I shook my head. “We talk, your forces back down, you give me my friends, and then we leave.” I almost said “show me her body,” but refrained.

“What do you hope to achieve here, Mr. Parker?” I hated the way he was saying my name, almost spitting it out through his dull, yellowed teeth.

“I hope to make the deal and get the hell out of here, that’s what.” He was giving me a bad vibe, and I felt the Empress stiffen as we had our back and forth.

“Is that so? Why should we let you live? Humans are a scourge to the universe.”

“And the Bhlat aren’t? I’ve seen the carnage in your wake.”

“Is it so unlike your own, Mr. Parker?” His accent was heavy, but his words slapped me in the face regardless. “We started the destruction of the Kraskis, who were no stranger to death and slavery. Then you single-handedly destroyed them along with the Deltra, and most of their abominations while you were at it.” His word for the hybrids set my blood boiling, but I let him continue. “We make quite the team, Dean. Maybe you should stay on my ship, and we can work together.”

“Can we cut the crap and make the deal?” When he didn’t reply, I kept talking. “You can have your Empress here, her kid, and Earth. I want my people back, and for you to vacate the area for ten Earth days while we evacuate. Then it’s all yours.”

He seemed to consider this, and a tall Bhlat leaned in to whisper something in their native tongue.

“No deal,” he said. “You ended a whole outpost of ours. Women, children, all gone in an instant. This is unforgivable.”

My pulse rifle lifted in the air, and I fought back the instinct to fire at the old unarmed Bhlat leader. “What do you mean, no deal?”

“Blel, this isn’t your decision!” the Empress yelled in English for my benefit before shouting other words in her language to him.

“You sit in your palace as your mother did before you, barking orders and rewarding us for killing worlds, and now you have a heart?” His voice was loud and gravelly. “You don’t get to decide any longer. I’m taking charge.”

I kept my gun up and glanced to Leonard, who was sweating profusely down his brow. The officers on the bridge looked torn, deep colorful swirling eyes looking to each other for an answer on what they should do. Who did they side with?

“How dare you think to speak to me like this, Blel? I’m your Empress, and you will address me as such.” The Empress started to walk forward toward him, but I held her back. If this was going to get ugly, I needed a hostage. That would only work if the crew sided with her.

A noise carried from his small mouth, and at first, I thought it might be a cough, but quickly realized it was him laughing. “Empress, I care as much about what happens to you as I do this one’s mate, Mary.”

He said the sentence, and I stood there blankly, body exhausted from the last couple of days, my mind taking a minute to catch up to the translation.

“Stand down, crew! Blel, you’re now relieved of your duty to the Empirical Core, and are hereby declared a traitor, and you will die like one.” This time, I did let her loose, while Mary’s name still echoed in my head. She moved to him, her hand raised, red power glowing from her palm.

I spotted at least three armed crew coming from the edges of the room, and knew one of them would fire at her before she killed Blel.

“Stop!” I yelled, pulling my tablet from the small pack strapped to my chest. It sat beside my small Kalentrek, which would decimate the bridge and the ship’s crew at a touch. It was a last resort, but one I’d be willing to use to save my friends.

Maybe Blel was right: we weren’t so different. I left the Relocator and mini-Shield inside and flipped to the image of the powerful device sitting in the ceiling back in the palace. “Let’s just say I brought more collateral.” I held the tablet up for Blel and the others to see. “This is the same device I used on your outpost, and it’s sitting in your capital on your homeworld now. I have a switch to activate it, and a friend on the outside has one too. If you don’t leave in fifteen minutes…” I let the bluff linger without finishing it.

Some of the crew looked around nervously, clearly having family back at the capital city.

“What’s it going to be, Blel?” I asked.

The Empress was still standing between us, and she was clearly ready to do some nasty business to her turncoat military leader.

“Do it. We sacrifice the old to build the new.” Blel’s voice was grim, and I almost panicked when he called my bluff. But the Empress didn’t. Her palm glowed a fierce red, and she moved to attack him, only he pulled a small handheld gun and aimed it at her with unexpected speed.

He fired, but not before being tackled by a female officer next to him. It all happened so fast, I nearly didn’t see it. The Empress dropped to the floor and I rushed to catch her, narrowly avoiding letting her head strike the hard surface. Her daughter, now free of Leonard’s grasp, ran over to her.

Two groups of Bhlat were forming around the now disarmed Blel. He was being held by the woman who’d taken him down. Tension was thick as they yelled back and forth between supporters of their military leader and the Empress.

I knelt by the Empress, who was breathing. A wound in her side smoked where the ray had blasted her.

“Can you translate?” I asked.

She nodded with a grimace.

“The battles can stop. I’ve already made a deal with your Empress.” I waited while she translated into their rough language. A few kept shouting at each other, but most stopped to listen.

She must have asked them to listen, because soon the room was silent; only Blel’s labored breathing whistled across the bridge.

“I have a way for your people to have water and other resources, and I’ve offered it to her on the condition that we’re no longer enemies. That you stop the genocide of other worlds and take what I can offer you.”

The words translated. Many of them looked relieved or intrigued.

“Wouldn’t it be nice to be with your families, instead of fighting and mining planets with resistance?” I had them, I knew it.

Blel started to spout something off in Bhlat, but when they wouldn’t listen, he spoke in English. “Mr. Parker, we are Bhlat. This will never be. We are…” His words were cut short as the sound of a pulse coursed through the bridge. Leonard stood there, pistol raised, hand trembling.

“I’m sorry,” he said shakily. The young man dropped the gun and stood there, mouth open, tears falling down his face. “I’m sorry.”

No one attacked him as they let Blel’s dead body slip to the ground.

One crew member said a phrase in their language and came to help the Empress up. They moved her to the captain’s chair and kept saying it.

“What does it mean?” I asked her.

“Long live the Empress, we bask in her eternal light.” She smiled through sharp teeth, the red galaxies in her eyes twinkling as she looked at me.

Alarms sounded, and I raised my gun in defense, but they had nothing to do with what was happening on board. The wide viewscreen turned on, showing an image of Earth below, and something in the distance. One of the helmsmen ran to a console and zoomed in.

New Spero’s fleet had arrived. They were going to attack this ship.
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“What trickery is this?” the Empress asked. Medics ran onto the bridge and started to work on her.

“No trickery. We sent them ahead months ago, as backup. Wouldn’t you have done the same?” I asked, knowing she would understand. “You have their leader, Magnus, on board here. Where are the prisoners?”

She said something to the crew member beside her, who I took to be the first officer, judging by the way the rest of the Bhlat responded to her.

“Tres will lead the way. Dean, you must prevent a war today. I can feel hope in my people. A veil has been lifted. I’ll keep them from attacking your ships for as long as I can. Stop them from coming any farther.”

“We will. It’s best if your fleet evacuates the system. Give me a few minutes to leave the ship first.” I reached and took her hand. Cool slender fingers met my sweaty palm, and she gave it a squeeze.

“Until we meet again, Dean Parker.”

I smiled at her, then at her little daughter, before grabbing Leonard.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said, and he followed along wordlessly.

We moved closely, with Tres leading the way. No one came to stop us, but I still kept my gun close at hand.

We raced through the ship, the odd Bhlat looking confused as we moved along following their first officer. She held a lot of power, so none questioned her.

We entered an elevator and lowered into the belly of the vessel. When we got off, the surroundings were much different than they had been on the main levels. It was dingy, cold metal walls and floor, with less than ideal lighting. We were in the barracks.

My heart pounded in my chest, and I was extremely anxious to see my friends, but worried that I would find out Mary really was gone. What was I going to do without her? I’d already gone through losing someone I loved, and this time, it was even more different. Our shared trauma and situation had put us in a pressure cooker, and we’d come out together so strong and bonded.

I needed Mary and couldn’t bring myself to see a future without her beside me. Each step we took down the narrow hall felt heavy, the immense weight of what we’d accomplished pressing me down like an increased gravitational pull.

If we didn’t get off the ship and stop our fleet from attacking, we would be inside the enemy while a battle raged on, and no one was going to win that altercation. But a part of me didn’t care anymore.

“Mary,” I said through almost closed lips.

“Dean, are you okay?” Leonard asked as we walked, speaking for the first time since he’d shot Blel.

“I’m fine.”

Tres turned to the right and touched a keypad; the door slid open, revealing five forms sitting or lying on the cold floor in the near dark.

I scanned and my eyes adjusted, picking out Magnus’ and Slate’s large forms, then Clare and Nick huddled together in the corner. Someone lay facing the wall, and I assumed it had to be Patty.

“Guys, it’s me.” I said the words and couldn’t hold back the floodgates. I wanted to run into the room, but I didn’t trust Tres not to pull a fast one and lock us away with them.

“Dean?” Slate asked, rushing over to me. He enveloped me in a big hug, his unshaven beard brushing against my forehead. He smelled like a man who’d been in a cell for months.

“We need to get out of here. Our fleet arrived, and only minutes after we struck a deal with the Bhlat. We need to stop them from attacking.” I said the words, and a flood of emotions hit me. Tears fell down my face, and I wiped them away as Magnus came up to me and clasped my arm in his meaty hand.

“Brother. You did it.” His eyes were wet too, and I smiled at the big man.

Clare and Nick were next, and they hugged me.

“We don’t have time for this,” I said, pulling the Relocator from the small pack strapped to my chest. “Let’s go, Patty.”

They all stood around the entrance of the room, blocking the inside.

Magnus spoke softly. “Dean, I’m so sorry. Patty didn’t make it.”

I reeled. “Then who…”

A more than familiar woman squeezed through the broad shoulders of Slate and Magnus and wrapped her arms around me, kissing me deeply like there wasn’t a care in the world. I felt Mary’s love and passion all intertwined as our lips met, and when we broke apart, I was crying and barked out a confused laugh.

“I thought you were dead,” I said so softly only she could hear me.

Her cool hand rested on my cheek. “Why did you think that?”

“Oh, Patty didn’t tell the Bhlat her real name. When we arrived, she called herself Mary Lafontaine, in hopes it would give them some respect for our group. It made things worse,” Clare said, clearly upset by Patrice Dalhousie being gone.

“I can’t believe it,” Leonard said, wide-eyed, probably conflicted between feeling terrible for killing someone and trying to record everything in his mind for his next comic issues.

Mary was alive, and I was so shocked I nearly forgot what we were doing.

“We have to go. Everyone touch my arm.” I held my arms out, the Relocator in my left hand. I nodded to Tres, who kept her distance, and she gave me a grave nod back. With the tap of a button, we all disappeared from the prison cell doorway.

____________

“Anyone know how to fly this thing?” Magnus asked as we made our way from the back of the Bhlat drop ship to the cockpit. The craft was empty, so we didn’t have to fight our way out.

I grabbed the communicator from my pouch and tapped it. “I need to speak with the Empress.” A garbled voice said something unintelligible before the Empress’ weak voice carried over the device.

“Dean Parker, missed me already?” she asked.

“We’re in one of your drop ships. Have them open the bay doors. We’re going to head out.”

“Done. We will leave as promised. Good luck.” She said another phrase in her native language, and the communication ended.

“I think I can muster some semblance of understanding here,” Mary said, and I couldn’t help but smile as she sat there, looking confused at the alien controls.

Slate stood behind her suggesting things, and soon, with Clare chiming in, we had the engines running and Mary was ready to give it a go.

“Say a little prayer,” she said, and I instantly thought of the Theos. Were they still out there? Could they hear a prayer?

She gently lifted a lever, and we moved slightly.

“We don’t have all day,” Magnus said, clearly frustrated.

“Do you want to fly?” Mary asked, and jammed the lever back, lurching us toward the hangar ceiling. She pulled down just in time to narrowly avoid crashing. She cringed and smiled back at us before moving the ship toward the open bay doors. The opening was a couple hundred feet across; a dim green barrier glowed as we passed through it, and into space.

We were free of the Bhlat ship. My tight back loosened for a second before I spotted the gigantic fleet ships coming toward us.

“Damn if they don’t look impressive,” Magnus said proudly.

“When they blow us out of the sky, you won’t think so,” I said. “How do we contact them and tell them to stand down?”

Nick crowded in behind us, and I got a sense of how poorly they’d been treated. He’d lost a good fifteen pounds, and his eyes had a look I’d never seen in them before. “Is there any way to send a message?”

Clare moved into the seat beside the pilot’s chair and attempted to find a communication device. The viewscreen had radar on it: the green lights, which identified the Bhlat master ship and their other orbiting ships, were moving away from Earth. The red lights, showing our incoming fleet, started to move toward us.

“I can’t see how to do it.” Frustration and panic melded together in her voice.

“They’re coming for us. If we don’t tell them what transpired, they’ll chase the Bhlat and break our peace.” I had to think of something. “Magnus, you have the Kraski beams in those ships?” I fiddled with the chain and pendant still around my neck.

“Yeah, you can use the suit’s pins to get access if needed. That’s just an emergency EVA situation…” He stopped his thought, looking at me and grinning. “One more adventure for old times?”

I smiled back, hiding the stress I was feeling. “One more adventure. Did you leave the pack by the pyramid?”

He nodded.

“Mary, we’ll be right back. Magnus and I will get on board the lead warship and get them to stop.”

Our eyes met, and a flicker of hope and exhaustion transferred between us. I mouthed “I love you” to her, and she said it back.

“I’ll see if I can find anything useful in the back,” Slate said, moving out of the cramped cockpit.

“Ready?” I asked Magnus, and touched his arm, hitting the location for the pyramid on the Relocator.


TWENTY-NINE

The first thing we did, when we got the EVA suits Magnus and Mary had stashed near the pyramid, was try to communicate with the fleet in space approaching Earth.

“They’re too far for these suits’ comms to work,” Magnus said, slipping into his suit. Mine was made for Mary, and the fit was tight. They had a little give, so I was able to stand up in it, but not comfortably.

“How do I look?” I asked, serious behind the face shield.

“Like a man that would do what it takes.” I’d expected a joke in return.

“I don’t think Earth has much time either.” The clouds were black, angry, and the air was thin and getting harder to breathe. We needed to get these people off the planet. It was as if all the things we needed to do had severe urgency, but we couldn’t save the people without stopping the fleet from attacking the Bhlat.

With a tap of the Relocator, we were back on the drop ship, and I once again thanked Kareem silently for the gift.

Slate jumped at our sudden appearance. “Look what I found.” They were backpacks with thrusters. The kind of thing I’d dreamt of flying over the farm fields with when I was a little kid, wishing for something more than canola crops and chicken feed. I guess I’d gotten my wish. Now I wanted to swap with myself and live that quiet life.

“How do they work?” Magnus asked, already trying to put it on.

Our suits had the mini-thrusters Mae and I had used to tether the vessels heading toward the sun almost two years ago. Two years.

“Boss, are you with us?” Slate asked, concern on his gaunt face.

“I’m here. Wearing down, and my mind is drifting. Go ahead.”

Slate showed us how he thought they worked, and we had nothing to lose. If we flew up to our approaching ships, they would blast us away. We needed to have some stealth.

“Will they show up on the sensors?” I asked Magnus.

He shook his head. “The sensors are for ship drives and radiation, mainly. Whatever’s fueling these will be so minuscule compared to their search parameters, we’ll be able to slip by with no problem.” He looked to me and shrugged. “I hope.”

That didn’t give me full confidence, but we had no choice.

“I can go instead of you, boss.” Slate looked ready to take my place.

“If you haven’t noticed, I barely fit into this suit. And even though I’m tired, I haven’t been in a cell for months at the hands of an evil alien race.”

“Godspeed,” he said, clapping me on the back, then Magnus. “Make sure you stay out of their range.” With that, Slate left us in an airlock, sealed it, and we opened the doors to dark space.

The jetpack was heavy on the ship, but out here, it didn’t matter. My stomach lurched at being out here again, untethered this time. The huge ships from outside New Spero loomed in the distance, and we had some distance to travel to get there. Our suits were made for this, but I still worried something would happen.

“Let’s test this out,” Magnus said through my helmet’s earpiece. He hit the handheld controls and one thruster fired up, sending him into a slow spin. “Damn it,” he said, adjusting and getting both going. Soon he’d stabilized himself, and he called instructions to me. After a shaky start, we were both close to competent with the packs, and we started toward our target.

“I think they’re moving,” I said, thinking they were getting closer to us faster than our packs were taking us.

“You’re right. Stay the course.”

“What happens if they’re going too fast when we cross paths?”

Magnus laughed uneasily, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear his answer to that. “I have a plan for that.”

I really didn’t like the sound of that.

We moved this way for almost an hour, the ships getting closer each minute. In the distance, there was nothing but the expanse of space, and my mind drifted to the countless worlds out there we could now access with the portals. What was out there for us to discover? I put the thoughts on the backburner as the half dozen warships grew, until we couldn’t ignore them coming toward us any longer.

“There’s not going to be anywhere to grab a foothold on them. We have to beam into them.” Magnus said this like it was no big deal. Go for a beer, walk your dog… beam into a warship while traveling in the opposite direction in an EVA suit, with a jetpack thrusting you toward it.

“Is there no other option?” I asked, hoping for a miracle.

“Come in, NS-1007. This is your general. Stop where you are. The war is over. I repeat, slow your thrusters and cease your pursuit.” He waited and said it again, but still received no reply.

The lead ship was beautiful. The sleek exterior was rounded, giving way from the boxy design of the Bhlat ships or the cube vessels of the Kraski. Our people had found a way to incorporate the size of the vessels but mix them with the slim and smooth smaller ships. They were a testament to how far our race had come in a short period of time. And if we weren’t careful, we were about to be smashed like bugs on the warship’s windshield.

The ship grew as we slowed our thrusters.

“Crap. They’re powering up the cannons.” Magnus pointed toward the bottom edges of the ship, where a red light started to glow. “They’re going to fire at the retreating Bhlat.”

“You sure this is going to work? We won’t end up in a wall or out the other end?” I’d used the beam pins on our suit enough times, but not on a target moving so fast.

“The ship’s big. We’ll be fine.” He said it with confidence, but as we got closer to each other, I could see the dread in his eyes.

We were close enough to the lead vessel to see the rough edges that made up the exterior. From a distance, they looked smooth, but up close, they were anything but.

My heart raced as we floated there, waiting for the ship to come close enough to beam into it.

“You’re a good friend. Let’s get this over with and have a Scotch on your deck,” I said, hoping they weren’t my last words.

“Deal. Dean, those years we thought you were dead… were the hardest of my life.” He looked over at me, and I smiled at his unusual emotional talk. “Enough about that. See you in a minute.”

I watched him press the small pin on his EVA collar, and he was covered in green light, the ship now only yards away from us. We couldn’t see inside the ship, but I imagined the looks on a helmsman’s face when they saw two floating Earth Defense suits outside their cameras.

I pressed my pin, feeling the familiar thrum of the beam’s energy. With a deep breath, I blinked as I entered the warship. This time, I opened them sooner and spotted Magnus coming out of the beam, turning solid and rolling to the floor. I joined him, my momentum keeping me moving. I hit the hard floor and flopped forward, hitting the wall with a thud.

“You okay?” he asked, holding his left elbow.

My back was tender and my right knee howled at me, but as I rolled over and tried to stand, I found I wasn’t too bad off.

“I think so.” I took my helmet off and tossed it to the ground. Magnus did the same. “Where are we?”

“Damn it. In a storage room. They’re locked from the outside.”

“We don’t have a lot of time.” I found my pulse rifle on the ground and picked it up, motioning Magnus back. The red beams smashed the door, sending shards outward, opening a hole large enough for us to crawl through.

“Subtle,” Magnus said as we emerged in the hall.

“Stop! Drop the weapon!” a female voice boomed from behind us.

“Gladly.” I dropped the gun, glad to be away from the enemy and on our own people’s ship.

“Turn slowly,” the woman said.

When she saw Magnus’ face, she did a double take and saluted him. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“Just call the bridge. Tell them to turn the cannons off. Our mission has changed.”

____________

“You did what?” Naidoo stalked angrily around the room, and I didn’t blame her. I’d essentially given our world away. It was far better than the alternative.

“I know you don’t like me, but what choice did we have?” I was getting irritated with her but didn’t want my heart to talk over my head. I lowered my voice and calmed the erratic timbre. “You tried to make a deal with them, right?”

She stopped in her tracks, turning slowly to look at me. The room in Cape Town was full of dignitaries from around the world, as well as our group. When we’d arrived, the nations were in widespread panic. An alert had gone out over all remaining media that an announcement was coming, and for everyone to gather their belongings and loved ones.

That set off more fear, but after all these people had been through, they were getting used to it. We heard stories trickling in about groups working together, and leaders of communities taking charge, directing people to gather in town halls or city parks.

The air was thin; conditions were far from ideal. Oxygen tanks and respiratory centers were being erected around the world for anyone with pulmonary issues. I was proud of the people of Earth.

“They were coming anyway,” was her defense.

“Then you did what you thought best, and they decided to steal our water with us still on the planet.”

“How are we going to get everyone off Earth? And where are we going to put them all?” a mature red-haired woman asked. She looked at Mary and me with thoughtful eyes, concern etched on her face.

Magnus took this one. “Our warships have space to transport a large group of people. We’ll have to bring more supplies to feed them on the two-month journey, but it can be done.”

“And the rest of us?” she asked.

Magnus’ eyes roamed toward me, and the whole room set their gaze in my direction.

I looked around the room: tall ceilings. Mahogany wood beams ran across them. Large windows allowed the midday light to cascade down on us at the central table, where we sat at the south end. It would have been intimidating sitting there with all of these people looking to me for answers in my previous life. Now, I was ready for it.

“We walk to New Spero,” I said, waiting for a response.

I was about to continue when almost everyone in the room began speaking at the same time.

“Trust me. We have a way to transport ourselves from Egypt to New Spero. We’ll send a team there first, tell them what’s transpired, and they’ll begin to accommodate for the new influx of people.” I expected more questions, but that seemed to quiet them.

“How?”

“I’ll show you.”


THIRTY

“You need to sleep,” Mary said as we sat down outside the Giza pyramid.

“I’ll sleep when we’re home.”

We ate sandwiches while watching the procession of people heading into the pyramid, down toward the portal. Clare and Nick were running the trips now, and we’d let the powers that be organize the logistics of getting people from Earth to the warships in orbit, and the rest to Egypt.

The dirt layer separating the bottom of the pyramid from the portal halls had been excavated. It felt wrong to destroy something the Theos had built so long ago, but we had to live another day, and this was the only way.

“What happens after this?” Mary asked, leaning her head on my shoulder as she chewed the last of her roast beef.

I watched the lines of people walking into the Giza pyramid, and spotted a young family with two small children. The mother held her small son in her arms, and the dad held his daughter’s hand, leading them to an uncertain future. Life as they knew it was over, for everyone.

“Dean?”

“After this?” I smiled at her. “We help build a new future for everyone.”

Leonard came out of a tent set up with food, carrying a sandwich and a bottle of water. “Mind if I join you?” he asked.

“Not at all,” Mary said, patting the unused pyramid stone beside her.

“How are you hanging in there, Leonard?” I asked, seriously concerned about my new young friend. We’d been through a crazy adventure together, one where he’d been forced to kill, and be part of something that turned our people’s future forever. His eyes had deep purple bags under them, evidence of the last day’s trials.

“You had to do it,” I said, knowing he’d understand what I referred to.

“Dean’s told me all about you, Leonard,” Mary said. “We’re both very proud of you.”

The man I’d met a couple days ago would have blushed at that, but the new version wasn’t the same youth any longer. “I think I’m done with comics.”

“You don’t mean that. People will want to know what happened.” I surprised myself by saying that.

“Really?” he asked, looking at me with tear-filled eyes.

“Really. You’re a great guy to have by my side. You’ll always have a place on my crew.”

His posture straightened up, and he looked up to the sky, the clouds breaking for a moment so the sun beat down on his face.

We sat there in silence, enjoying each other’s company in near silence as countless people moved from Earth to our new world. Each one of them with a story: a tale about their pre-Event lives, how they survived the Event, why they elected to stay on Earth rather than travel to New Spero, where fate was bringing them after all.

I wondered where their tales would lead them. For that matter, I didn’t know where mine was headed. I sat my hand on Mary’s thigh and gave her a light squeeze. She smiled at me, her hair in a loose ponytail, and a few strands broke free, covering her face. She blew at them, and I loved her more at that moment than ever before.

My future wasn’t set, but my fate was now intertwined with hers. We were partners in whatever was to come.

Magnus approached as the sun went down, followed by Clare and Nick when they swapped out with a duo Magnus trusted to make the portal journeys with the people. The room held four hundred at a time, and they could make the trip every five minutes; the people from Earth arrived at the caves near Terran Five on New Spero.

The warships were able to take a quarter of the Earth’s population, and because of the distance to the pyramids, the Western hemisphere was being brought to the ships rather than to the portal. All in all, almost everyone would be off Earth in five days or less.

Camps were set up, and all Terran cities were pitching in, taking in refugees and donating food, clothing, and shelter where needed. My sister and her husband James were leading the charge at Terran Five, and I couldn’t have been prouder of them.

Slate was the last of my old crew to arrive, and he brought something brown in a clear bottle.

“Where’d you get that?” Magnus asked, taking the bottle and sniffing the contents. He shrugged and grabbed some empty water bottles from around us, filling each with two fingers’ worth.

“What are we toasting to?” Nick asked, looking as exhausted as I felt.

“To surviving.” I raised my plastic bottle in the air, and everyone joined in. “To surviving.” We tapped our drinks and downed some of the liquid.

With that one done, Mary had one more. “To Patrice Dalhousie. One of the strongest and most visionary people I’ve had the pleasure of meeting.”

“To Patty,” we chorused, and drank the last, Magnus pouring a splash onto the dusty ground.

____________

Mary raced across Africa in the old-style Kraski ship. It had been only six days since we’d made the deal with the Empress, but it felt like weeks.

“Looks clear.” Mary lifted up, taking us higher.

“One more pass?” I asked her.

“Dean, we can’t save them all. If they didn’t make it by now, we can’t do anything.”

Slate made a tapping motion on his wrist, telling me time was up. “You have a last job to do, and so do I.”

Mary nodded and gave the controls over to him.

“Slate, we’ll see you in a couple of months. Don’t worry, we won’t do anything crazy without you,” I said, getting an eye roll from him.

“Like you didn’t do anything crazy the last time I left you?” He laughed.

We neared the pyramids. After days of commotion there, they seemed eerily quiet and serene on the viewscreen. Nothing was left but some tents and millions of footprints from around the world.

“It’s always more fun exploring ancient alien planets with you, buddy. You know that.”

He lowered us, and we headed to the ramp in the middle of the ship, opening it to a brisk midnight desert breeze. “You have everything you need?” he asked, passing me a heavy pack.

Mary swung on a winter jacket and tossed me mine, which I caught with my free hand. “I think so. Sad to think this is the last time we’ll see Earth.”

“You never know,” Slate said back. “Especially with you, boss.”

Mary hugged our big friend. “Zeke Campbell, you’re one in a million. I can’t wait to see you back home. Thanks for keeping Clare and Nick safe up there.” She kissed his cheek, and I hugged him too.

“I couldn’t keep us all safe,” he said somberly.

“You couldn’t help that,” Mary said.

“I guess so. I wish I could just leave this ship behind and come with you, but Magnus is probably right. Every asset should be saved.”

“See you soon.” I saluted him, and we walked down and toward the pyramid. Slate lifted off and headed upward toward the last warship, waiting for the remaining Kraski ships to join them for the journey home.

We watched him leave, looking at the starlit sky. This was it. No more Earth. I thought about my farm back home, my parents now both gone. With a glance over at Mary, I knew she was thinking about it all too, and a single tear rolled down her cheek.

I stretched out my hand, grabbing hers. “New Spero will be our new home. A fresh start for everyone.”

“I’ll miss what we had.”

“Me too.”

We stared into the sky for a while longer before shaking it off and heading toward the pyramid.

“After you,” I said, waving Mary into the entrance. We walked along the pathways in silence; recently installed battery-powered LEDs lit our path. The walkway slanted down the whole time, and soon we were at the floor built to separate our people from the portal.

Crude stairs had been dug into it during the excavation process, and we carefully stepped down them, aware of how many feet had walked down them over the last week.

It looked far different than the portal we’d emerged from not long ago. Now the walls had lights mounted on them, and the halls had been widened to fit more people through at once. The entrance to the portal room was there, the round stone door open just enough to allow us to slip through.

I lowered the heavy pack to the dirt floor, thankful for the reprieve from its weight.

“Let’s set them down the hall a way too,” I said. Mary grabbed a few of the small bombs from the pack and lined the hall with them, one every three yards. They each packed a punch, but we wanted to make sure the portal was gone for good.

Once we emptied the bag of them, Mary took the detonator and slid it into her breast pocket. I tried to roll the door closed, but it didn’t matter. None of it would survive the coming explosion.

“What about everyone we didn’t remove?” I asked, feeling the guilt weigh heavily on me.

“We don’t have the time or resources.”

I nodded and moved to the center of the room where the table sat, its gemstone glowing now. We’d run this portal ragged, but it didn’t seem to have any limitations. That was good to know for other planets. I’d have to fill Sarlun in on my findings. He’d be saddened to hear we’d destroyed one of them, but I hoped he’d understand why.

With the icon loaded for New Spero, Mary slipped the detonator out.

I grabbed the communicator that was linked to the one we’d left behind on the Bhlat ship housing the Empress and tapped it.

“Empress,” I said into it.

“Dean Parker.” Her voice sounded stronger than the last time we’d spoken.

“It’s done. Earth is yours.”

“Thank you.”

“Remember our deal. Our conflict is over. When the dust settles, I’ll contact you with the locations I promised you.” I held my breath, half-expecting a retort.

“Our conflict is over.”

With the communicator back in my pack, Mary set the detonator timer to twenty seconds.

“Goodbye, Earth,” she said quietly.

I pressed the icon, and everything went white.


THIRTY-ONE

“I do,” Mary said through a beautiful smile.

“I now pronounce you man and wife.” The officiant clapped her hands together.

I leaned in, taking Mary’s hands in mine, and I heard the words “you may kiss the bride” after we were already deep into our first kiss as a married couple.

Our friends cheered us on. After a few seconds, I pulled back, not wanting to overdo it.

Mary was so gorgeous, wearing a contemporary wedding dress, her hair in an updo I hadn’t seen before. I wore a tuxedo, the dark pink accents matching her flowers, but it all felt a little out of place on our acreage on New Spero. We’d discussed swaying from tradition, but in the end, elected to follow the old ways from Earth. We couldn’t lose those types of conventions, not with the loss of our home so fresh in everyone’s minds.

We turned to the crowd. I spotted almost everyone we knew, and then some. The day was warm, the planet’s summer season in full effect, and some of the guests were using handmade fans to cool themselves.

Natalia stood beside Mary, acting as her maid of honor, with Magnus at my side as my best man. I glanced and smiled at the front rows, spotting Slate sitting with Clare and Nick, all of them smiling widely. I waved and got a thumbs-up from Slate.

“Time to party!” Mary yelled, getting another cheer. Music came on the speakers, and we walked through the crowd again, stopping to chat here and there. I saw Isabelle and James talking with Leonard, who looked great in his new suit.

Suma and her Gatekeeper father Sarlun were there too, beside Leslie and Terrance. They’d all traveled here for the event via the portals.

“I’m really happy for you two lovebirds,” Magnus said, wrapping his big arm around my shoulder. “I knew we’d make an honest man out of you.”

Natalia was fixing something in Mary’s hair, and little Dean ran up to his dad; Magnus scooped him up in his arms.

I felt something on the back of my leg. I turned to see Carey, holding a toy and pushing it against my calf. I knelt down, so happy to see the aging dog still with so much energy. He accepted my incessant petting and eventually rolled over to let me rub his stomach.

The younger pups found their way over when they saw this, and soon I was playing with them all, tossing a ball while they ran after it. After a few throws, Carey slumped his butt down on my shoe, and watched the more exuberant dogs keep chasing the object.

I loved that dog so much, and he knew it. I could feel Magnus’ gaze on me.

“I’ll be fine. He’s your dog. I only selfishly wish that had worked out differently,” I said.

Maggie trotted over, and Magnus’s son handed me a small bag. I opened it and found a leash, a dog dish, and some food.

“What’s this, Dean?” I asked the boy.

“Maggie’s going to live with you, buddy,” Magnus said, while his little boy shyly hid behind his dad’s leg.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said, looking at the cute dog rolling in the grass.

“Believe me, we have enough going on, and she’s never happier than when she’s over here with you. Don’t say no. You need it as much as she does.”

I didn’t argue. I just picked up Maggie and got a faceful of licks for my trouble.

As I looked around, surrounded by so many familiar faces, I struggled to remember the man I’d been before the Event.

Magnus set up, chasing Dean and the dogs, and everything felt right.

“We did it,” Mary said in my ear as she wrapped her arms around me from behind.

I spun around and kissed her again, this time not caring about first-kiss protocol. I heard James yell, “Get a room.”

He had the right idea, but we had the reception to get through first.

____________

The night wore on, and soon there were only a handful of us left outside our house. Isabelle and James had gone to our guest room, staying with us while they visited from Terran Five.

Clare, Nick, and Slate all sat down at the outdoor fire pit, where embers were glowing hotly in the night air. So much had changed, but so much about us had stayed the same.

“I need to get Suma to bed soon.” Sarlun wore what must have passed for formal wear back home and was as colorful as a flowerbed. He wore it with dignity and grace befitting a man of his stature.

“Thanks for coming. I’m looking forward to spending our honeymoon in your hot springs,” I said, amazed that such a spellbinding place existed. Sarlun had offered his second home there to us, and when he showed us images of the area, we couldn’t say no.

“Dean.” His translator said my name after he spoke. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” His eyes narrowed, and his extended nose twitched. He was nervous about something.

I took a pull from my beer bottle. “No better time than the present.”

“The Theos may be back.”

I spit out the beer I’d sipped and wiped my mouth with my shirt sleeve. “How do you know?”

“One of the Gatekeepers found something,” his speaker translated.

“What is it?”

“I cannot tell you. Only Gatekeepers may know.”

My stomach clenched, and I looked around at what I had: a wonderful small home on a large piece of land on New Spero, with a newly-wed wife, and a dog that followed me around everywhere I went. That was the dream. It had always been mine.

“We’ll do it,” a voice from beyond the fire pit’s light said. Mary walked over, her dress traded for something more functional. She had a beer in her hand too, and she clinked the near-empty one I was holding.

“We will? He hasn’t asked us anything.” I wasn’t sure we should be rushing into this, but our path had already been forged.

“I will ask you. Dean and Mary, will you join our ranks as Gatekeepers? My daughter was right about you. You are special.” He looked me in the eyes without breaking the gaze.

My hand found Mary’s, and I gave it a squeeze.

“We’re in.”
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One

I emerged from the tunnel as a gust of wind buffeted me with enough force to push me down. I slid on the icy sloped surface, shouting a warning to Slate, who was still safe in the confines of the cavern. We’d been expecting frozen mountains, so my suit had small built-in ice picks that I now extruded, swinging my arm to lock into the surface. I lay there flat on my back. The only thing keeping me from descending the angled hill into the unknown was the pick on my suit’s sleeve, embedded into the frosty cliffside.

“Need some help, boss?” I heard Slate ask through my earpiece.

Drafts of cold air poured over me as I lifted my head up to see how far I’d gone. At least twenty feet, which was more than I’d thought. “Toss me a rope.”

Seconds later, I heard something hit the ice beside me, and I grasped out with my free hand, clutching the strong, thin cord. When I had it wrapped around my arm, it started to tug at me, and I braced myself. Slate pulled me up in smooth strokes, and I slid on my back at an incline to the hole I’d exited. Slate’s head poked out of it, his face determined through his EVA mask.

He dragged me into the opening with him, and I sat down, breathing hard.

“If you guys are done playing, we have a job to do,” Mary said, finally coming up the tunnel that led from this world’s portal. She was recording everything, taking her time behind us, and hadn’t seemed to notice my misadventure.

“Sure. We’re done goofing around,” I said, still trying to catch my breath. I’d been careless to move forward without scouting ahead first.

“What do we know about the outside?” she asked.

Slate took this one. “We know it’s as cold as Christmas at the Campbell house, and the wind’s pushing fifty miles an hour. We’re halfway down a mountainside, with nothing but ice and gloom surrounding us at all angles.”

He’d concluded this from sticking his head out for ten seconds while throwing a rope to me.

“This could be the planet we’ve been waiting for. With all of this ice, we have enough water to feed ten thirsty worlds.” I stopped leaning against the wall, my heartrate finally back to normal.

“We’ll take samples and talk to the others. I have a good feeling here,” Mary said, activating the cleats in her boots. The one-inch metal blades jabbed out, giving her firm footing as she climbed toward the exit. Why hadn’t I remembered them?

I peered down, seeing Slate’s cleats already out, and I tapped my arm console, feeling them protrude out of my boots before sinking into the icy surface.

“We’ll head for the surface. Let’s see if we can climb; otherwise, we use the packs.” I took my thruster and slung it over my shoulders, wearing it like a backpack. The belt clasped around my waist, I made for the opening to the cold world.

“We’ll find a suitable planet for our terms with the Bhlat.” This from my wife.

My wife. I couldn’t believe we’d been married for almost a year already. “I’m heading out. Clamp on.”

Once we were tethered to each other, I took the lead, guiding us up and outside. This time, I was ready for the onslaught of pressure and leaned into it. With a glance behind me, I saw the others do the same, and we moved as a unit in a straight line, snow crossing sideways at us.

I took a second to get my bearings, which wasn’t easy in the storm. Everything was white as far as the eye could see. Peaks and valleys littered the landscape, and the small amount of information we had on this world told us conditions would be similar across the small planet.

My suit kept me warm, and my arm console’s readout told me the outside temperature was minus forty-five Celsius. Not something you wanted to stay in too long. The ground was hard, ice packed down God knows how deep. The wind kept the snow from sticking to the surface, and the pure ice was so clear, I could see at least a few feet down through it.

My boots dug in with each step, softly sending shards and slivers flying as we pounded our suits down the decline of the mountainside.

“Hold on a minute. I’m going to take a sample.” Mary stopped at the rear of our line and knelt, pulling a core drill from her pack. It was compact, and she had it set up in a few minutes. I took the time to scan the horizon, looking for signs of reprieve from the whiteout conditions. I couldn’t see any. For all I knew, this planet had storms like this nonstop.

The sounds of the core driller carried through my helmet, and soon Mary was taking the ice cylinder and adding it to a freezer box in Slate’s pack before she stowed her supplies away.

We were about a half mile from the ground. I looked forward to getting the samples there and moving on. We already had our air readouts, and I doubted there was much life on this planet. I wanted to hand over a lifeless rock to the Bhlat, if possible, and it appeared this just might be the right one. It was light outside, the system’s star a great distance away. It was enough to provide brightness when the weather conditions were more ideal, but not enough to give the world much warmth.

We made the trip down without any issues, though it took longer than we wanted. A few times, I nearly turned on the thrust pack, but we eventually made it down the short cliffs without needing to. It had a limited fuel source when used in atmosphere. Out in space, the smallest amount of drive kept it going for long distances, as long as you weren’t worried about time.

I approached the bottom of the first leg of our trip, and was met with a wall about five feet high. It was pure ice, slick as a cube in one of Magnus’ scotches. I couldn’t see around it.

“What do you think? Head over it?” I asked, turning to Slate, who shook his head.

“Blast it.” The ever-ready soldier slipped his pulse rifle from its spot on his back, and I stepped away, my tether to him pulling tight.

Mary stood beside me. Slate was right in front of us, and he pulled the trigger, red beam cutting into the ice block. He held it there, and soon a hole the size of a small door was open through it.

Mary moved forward and pushed her head into the space. “The surface is just a little way down. There’s a small cliff. I say we get through, then use your pack to carry us the rest of the way. We’ll have enough juice to fly back up after.” She started to wiggle through the four-foot-deep opening, crawling so we could only see the sharp bottoms of her boots.

“Be careful,” I said, but I was too late. I caught her swear in my earpiece, and her feet disappeared from view. “Mary!” I yelled, bracing myself for the inevitable tug once the tether took hold, but it didn’t. Slate was jerked lightly, then he fell backward, looking down to see the carabiner empty of her rope. The clasp was broken.

“Mary!” I yelled again, sliding my body into the hole and feeling Slate grab my feet. I could see Mary down the steep ice slide, and she wasn’t moving. “Mary, come in.” No response came.

Without thinking, I started the thrust pack, soft blue light pushing out and down from behind me. I used the controls and lifted up, dragging Slate with me. He hung below, without so much as a cry or complaint, and we rose into the air, over the wall of ice. I descended to the spot where I’d seen Mary’s unmoving body.

“There,” Slate said, pointing down, and I lowered almost too quickly, the pack threatening to spin us out of control. With a twist of the controls, I recovered, and we landed ten feet from Mary. The ground was even here; I unlatched myself from Slate and ran to her side, tripping on my cleats as I did so.

I didn’t care. Only Mary mattered. “Mary,” I whispered, seeing her lying there lifelessly. She was facedown, but nothing looked unnaturally bent. I turned her over to see her eyes closed, and I grabbed her arm, checking her vitals on her console’s readout. I saw her pulse rate at the same time her eyes fluttered, then opened.

“Dean?” she asked groggily.

My heart nearly broke with relief. “Mary, can you move your fingers?” She did. “Toes?” I saw her boots adjust ever-so-slightly. She nodded. I saw blood freezing around a cut on her forehead, but other than that, she seemed okay.

“I hit my head. We’ll keep an eye on it.” She pushed herself up into a sitting position and I held her arm, propping her up on the freezing ground. She looked around, and I joined her, getting a new vantage point on the land. We were in a valley that ran for a few miles between opposing mountains. “We still have a job to do.”

“You can take a break. You could have killed yourself back there,” I said, but she was already taking the core driller out.

Slate trudged back toward us. I’d seen him leave after he saw Mary was okay. “The wind calms a hundred yards that way.” He pointed down the valley. “We can send our probes out there.”

Mary grabbed her ice sample, lifting it to look through it into the cloudy sky. She tossed it to Slate, who deftly caught it before stowing it away into his pack.

“Help me up?” Mary asked, extending her arm. Once on her feet, she was a little wobbly, and I kept my hand around her as we followed Slate. The wind pierced us, making each step more difficult than it should have been.

The ground leveled out, and the wind lessened as we went. Slate stopped, lifting his hand up to tell us to do the same. “The wind slows around here. We can take a break and watch the probes.” He unslung his pack and pulled out a small bundle. With the tug of a ripcord, a tiny shelter opened up. It wasn’t much, but it would keep us covered, and all three of us could fit inside the cramped space.

We’d used one on a previous trip, and the memory of us all sweating inside the tent, hiding from mosquitos the size of bats, wasn’t one I’d soon forget. We’d considered taking two shelters this time, but pack real estate was valuable, and with a team of three, we’d had to prioritize.

I dropped my thrust pack, happy to have the strain off my back, and dug out the probes attached to it.

We had three drones, each with a hundred probes inside them. We’d fly them, dropping the sensors as needed. They also recorded the landscape, giving us more information than the Gatekeepers had of this world.

“Link up,” I said, and we connected each arm console to one of the flying devices.

“Done,” Mary said, her drone lights turning green.

“Done.” Slate’s turned yellow.

“Done.” Mine emanated a soft purple glow as it powered up, ready to be controlled.

Leaving most of our supplies outside, we made our way into the tent, happy to be out of the snow and wind. I was once again thankful the EVA suit wasn’t bulky like the old NASA ones. Things had come a long way, and with our new network expansion, our technology was improving all the time. Clare was back on New Spero, working with a team on what she called “game-changing” projects. I couldn’t wait to see what she came up with.

The tent left us enough room to all sit next to each other. A tablet lay on the ground between us, showing the camera views of our three drones. Right now, we only picked up blurry white images as they lay on the ground outside.

“Calibrated. I’m lifting off,” Slate said, and we could see the camera feed on the tablet between us.

Soon two more images streamed in as all three drones were in the air and hovering. The wind jostled them around, but they were made for all conditions and fought their way through. We knew which way to go with each of them, as we kept this aspect consistent on each world we’d visited. I honestly couldn’t believe how many planets were vacant of any kind of life. But there was water here, and that likely meant organisms.

Mary nodded toward the tablet. We all looked out the corners of our eyes as we continued to control our own drones. Hers lifted high into the sky, and we could see a break in the storm to the east. She dropped some probes and kept moving.

Mine was heading south, and things were getting worse as it went. The clouds became darker, spewing heavy sheets of snow on the already pristine white landscape. I let out a probe every few minutes, constant information feeding from them to our tablet, storing a backup in our suits’ computers at the same time.

“It’s getting warmer,” Mary said, talking about the temperature at her drone’s location.

I glanced at Slate’s image, and his looked much like mine. His drone headed northwest, while mine veered southwest. We’d circle back at a slightly different trajectory, trying to capture as much area as we could. The probes would pan out, giving us a good idea of the lay of the land.

Clearly Mary had hit the jackpot here, because while our drones threatened to give us no visuals in the storm, hers was showing vibrant skies and an ice-blue ground.

“It’s beautiful,” our big counterpart said quietly and cleared his throat, as if suddenly self-conscious he’d said anything.

“It is.” Mary lowered and shot another probe out. The temperature readout showed minus twenty Celsius, a vast difference from the minus forty-eight Slate’s displayed.

We kept powering through the storm, recording everything we could, but it was Mary’s images that piqued our interest. Ice hills rose and danced along an otherwise flat area; the mountains Slate and I still played in were long gone in the east. Sunlight glimmered off the icy surface, and I thought how much “younger Dean” would have liked to strap on a pair of skates and go for an adventure down the slippery countryside.

“My drone’s getting beat up out here. I think it’s time to turn around and head home,” I said.

Slate nodded. “Mine too.”

We went through the motions and set them on autopilot, back to our location.

“What’s that?” I asked, now giving my full attention to the clear picture from Mary’s drone. I saw light reflect back at the camera for a moment.

“Just light off the ice, I think,” she said.

“Can you take it in closer?” Slate asked.

“I’m not sure what you guys think you…” Her words were cut off as her jaw dropped.

We all saw it at the same time. It was the first sign of another civilization any of us had seen here, and it stuck out like a sore thumb. There was a piece of metal jutting out of the ice. From the drone’s data drop, it was just over ten feet tall and twice that long.

“What is it?” Mary asked, but we remained silent. We didn’t know.

“Get as close to it as you can,” I said, a nervous tremor tickling my throat.

“Wait!” Slate said as she was lowering.

“What is it?” I blurted out, but he was already moving closer to the tablet. “Pull up and head that way.” His large gloved finger pointed to the left side of the screen. Mary didn’t argue but followed his instructions.

“Oh my God,” we said in the same instant.

“It’s a symbol.” Mary let out a shrill laugh of excitement. She leaned over and hugged me.

I didn’t recognize this one, but it was clearly of the same make as the rest of the portal icons. Was it a sign for whoever found it to follow through the portal?

“There’s something else,” she said, depositing a probe toward the metal symbol. “Just as I thought. It’s warm. There might be something under the surface.”

“How did you know?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“See here.” She zoomed in. “There are small pools of water where the metal breaches out of the ice.”

We kept the drone there for some time while I tried to recall the hidden maps from the portals that Kareem had entrusted solely to me. Sarlun had asked about it when I told him of my promise to the dying Deltra. I had seen frustration across Sarlun’s face as his proboscis twitched, but he didn’t press me.

“It might be one of the locked-away worlds. I just can’t recall them all.” These two knew of their existence, but we hadn’t visited any of those planets yet, and I planned on staying away from them if possible.

“Look around the symbol.” Slate ran a finger in a circle over the metal in the image, and I squinted to see what he was seeing. Once I did, I couldn’t unsee it. “The ground sinks in a concave ring in a perimeter around the mark. I think there’s something under it.”

“We won’t be able to tell from here. How far is it?” I asked. Mary checked the readout and answered quickly.

“Eleven miles as the crow flies.” Her voice held an energy she hadn’t expressed since we’d been shown the first sign of the Theos by Sarlun. I knew she felt like we were about to be thrust into a mystery she could solve.

“Then one of us better go back and retrieve the rover.” Mary and I both turned to look at Slate.


Two

The rover moved along at a far better speed than we’d be able to make on foot. We had to take it around the peak and down a valley cutting through the first range, but once clear of that, it would be smooth sailing for the last nine miles.

“What can it be?” I asked, open to any speculation. We’d been in our suits for hours now. I was getting the itch to tear my helmet off and take a deep breath, but the results on this world wouldn’t be good.

“Could be nothing, but someone was here and left a message. That warrants a visit to the site,” Mary said from beside me. The rover had a single seat in front for the driver, with a bench behind it. Our supplies were loaded in the rear cab.

The tires were large and studded for just such a trip, but the wheels still spun on occasion as Slate took us over a steep hill. Twice we slid back down, and he had to go around. Still, the trip was over before we knew it, and we arrived just as the planet’s sun set behind the horizon. I checked the temperature, and it was dropping quickly.

I exited the rover first and spotted the drone we’d left. It had been easier to leave it for a physical pickup than to fly it back and wait. I’d bent down to grab it and load it in the rover when Slate made an incomprehensible noise. He was running up to the protrusion from the ice.

“Boss, look!” He was already there, and I saw the symbol was much taller than I’d initially thought from the drone’s viewpoint. It had to be sticking twenty feet in the air.

I left the drone on the ground and ran to join him. He was skimming a gloved hand on the matte black material. There were symbols etched in the sides, grooves running a quarter of an inch deep. When I’d looked at them from a distance, I could hardly make them out, but this close, there were at least five symbols repeated over and over. Goosebumps rose on my arms, and the hair on my neck reiterated my uneasy feeling.

“The Theos,” Mary said, even though we had no proof of anything.

“We don’t know that,” I whispered.

Slate was capturing images with his arm console so we could study them later. “Whatever left this was making it obvious.”

“Yeah, but if you didn’t know about the portals, it wouldn’t make any sense at all. They were either commonplace when this was left or it’s a message to the Gatekeepers,” I said.

For the first time since we’d arrived, I remembered why we drove here in the first place. I looked down. The ice-covered ground was crystal-clear, and water slushed against the symbol’s edges. I knelt, peering deep into the transparent surface, and I saw an object below.

“There’s something down there!” I yelled loudly, hurting even my own ears. The other two didn’t seem to notice. They were right beside me in seconds, and Slate was laughing.

“I’ll be, boss. Looks like we have some digging to do.” I could hear the excitement in his voice.

“With what?” I asked, hoping he wasn’t going to pick out the utility shovel from the tool crib in the rover.

“How about this?” He raised his rifle again. It had worked earlier to cut through the ice, so why not now?

I nodded, stepping back. Mary and I went past the perimeter, and I saw her wobble slightly. “How’s the head?”

“It’s as good as I can expect,” she answered. “I feel a little off, but I wouldn’t miss this for the world. I’ve been hoping for us to cross paths with a hint to their location all year, and here we finally have one.”

Slate started to fire his rifle at low power, getting the result he wanted. He first cut a line, then made three more, creating a small box. From there, he made lines about half a foot apart, criss-crossing until there was nothing but small squares within the opening.

“How deep did that cut?” I asked through my mic.

He shrugged and bent down, using two hands to lift one of the ice squares. It pulled free in a three-foot length. “About that deep.”

We moved to join him, prying out the squares until we could see a shape below. “I can see it more clearly.” Mary aimed her high-powered light down, and I made out a dark solid object.

This time, we each grabbed a rifle and took a section, Slate jumping into his accessed hole and going deeper. After repeating the process three times, Slate called us over to show us his discovery. He’d cut through ten feet of ice and was standing on a metallic surface.

“How wide do you think it is?” I asked, trying to see in the dim night. The rover headlights were now directed at our excavation site, allowing us to see, but creating more glare than was ideal.

“I can’t say. Let’s keep going.” Slate was already moving on, hitting the next section. We continued this way for an hour; soon we’d uncovered an area, starting ten feet to the left of the symbol in the ice, that was thirty feet wide by another twenty.

“This could be a roof,” Mary said, kneeling on the black alloy. “If it is, we either try to find a way in, or we dig around it.”

Slate slumped down. “If you haven’t noticed, we’ve been out here for hours, and I think my suit may need an empty.”

I cringed as I realized mine could too. There was no good way to go to the bathroom on an angry ice world.

Mary wouldn’t be discouraged, and as Slate and I leaned against the cut-out ice wall we’d created to make this opening, she crawled around, looking for something…anything.

“Guys.” Her voice had a shake in it, and I was worried about her having a head injury.

“Mary, what is it?” I got up quickly, nearly falling over as my ice cleats slid on the metal surface. I retracted them and rushed to her.

She turned her head, her face split in half with a massive grin. “I found it!”

I ducked down, trying to see, and when she moved her hand, I understood. There was a clean fracture in the otherwise smooth surface. I followed it, and the line went in a small rectangle. “Slate, grab a pry bar!” I called to him, and he was back in a minute with one.

I pointed to the lip, and he jammed the flat face of the bar into it, using his body weight to push on the tool’s fulcrum. It lifted, to our surprise. The far side was hinged, and the metal hatch slammed down after Slate pushed it with great effort.

“You first,” I said to the big guy, but he didn’t even smile. He just looked into the blackness of the opening with a frown.

Mary leaned forward, shining her light inside. The space looked empty, the floor only ten or so feet down. She was about to go in for a better look, and I grabbed her shoulder. “You remember what happened last time you stuck your head into something? It was today, and you could have killed yourself. Let me do it.” She waved her hand as if to say, “Be my guest,” and I got to my knees. “Slate, would you mind holding on?”

He grabbed my legs as I lay flat on the surface, sliding forward with my hands and sticking my head into the three-foot opening. I felt Slate’s firm grip on my ankles and knew I’d be safe with him watching my back.

Mary passed me her flashlight. I stuck my left arm inside, moving the light slowly. There was nothing to see. It was empty. The inside looked just like the outside: black and smooth.

“There’s nothing down here. Why the hell would there be an empty alien box on a lifeless planet?” I asked, ready to get back up. I felt a vibration in my stomach, and before I could react, the whole box was shaking like we were in the middle of an earthquake. “Slate, don’t let go!” I called, but it was too late.

With a bang, the large alien box shook wildly, knocking Slate over and sending me flying down the hole. I tried to duck and roll as best as I could and saved myself from landing straight on my head. My shoulders took the brunt as I rolled over and slammed into the inside of the box’s wall.

The shaking stopped as I lay there, trying to stay still. “Dean!” Mary called from above, and I groaned, letting them know I was fine. Getting to a sitting position, I scanned the room with my flashlight. It was empty, and digging it up had been a complete waste of our time.

“There’s nothing here. Can you lower one of our tethers and lift me out?” I got to my feet and moved along the perimeter of the room. The exact same symbols above me appeared to be on the surrounding walls. I made sure my helmet cam was up and running, and continued on, running a glove over the otherwise smooth surface. What did the symbols mean? I couldn’t wait to compare them to the portal guide or to the hidden portal worlds. These must be relevant. Could they have anything to do with the Theos Mary seemed so intent on finding?

The tether lowered down, and just as I started to cross the room to grab it, I spotted something from the corner of my eye. The room was wide open, with no interior walls. About fifteen feet from the opening, just right of where I fell in, sat a small object.

“I found something,” I whispered, getting a flurry of comments from my friends above. I ignored them and walked right up to it, crouching to see what it was before touching it. A small square stone sat there, about six inches on all sides. The green stone looked familiar, and I thought of the necklace Janine had given me, the one I still wore to this day.

“What is it?” Mary asked through my earpiece.

I rotated it in my hand and saw the symbol from the ice above carved on one side. The other five symbols were on each of the other faces, but smaller than the first one. Otherwise, it seemed like a simple rock. Familiar, but different from the artifact Sarlun had claimed to be a Theos relic. They’d found it a year ago and had been racking their brains trying to determine just what it did.

“I’m coming up,” I said, shoving the stone into the small pack still on my suit. I did one last sweep through the room to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, and was confident the cube was all it was housing.

As I clipped the tether to my belt, a cracking sound echoed around me. It was like the ice around the buried room was moving, threatening to squash the foreign object. “Get me out!” I shouted, feeling claustrophobic as the noises increased in volume.

My belt was tugged hard, and I gripped the rope, letting Slate do the heavy lifting. Soon I was exiting the cube, the sounds getting louder around us.

“The ice is cracking; we need to move!” Slate called as I undid the belt clip and ran for the rover behind the other two. We hopped in, throwing what supplies we had lingering around into the back first.

The ground shook as Slate gunned it, skidding forward on the smooth surface. He raced away, and I looked back, seeing one of our night lanterns still sitting at the site. It illuminated the side of the symbol. Moments later, a screeching noise carried to us, and the symbol fell down, everything in the area sinking into the ground.

Slate spun the rover around when we were a half mile away, and from there, we could see no sign of the symbol or the hole we’d been digging. The planet had swallowed it whole.

“What was that?” Mary asked.

With a shaking hand, I reached into my pack and pulled out the green cube, which was glowing lightly now. “I think it has something to do with this.”


Three

“Why couldn’t we go straight to Shimmal?” Mary asked, still frustrated with me. She paced around our living room like a caged bear, and I didn’t want to answer her. I already had three times.

Maggie chased her around, barking at her heels. She wasn’t the only one put off by Mary’s behavior.

Mary stopped walking, and I could feel her stare boring a hole in the back of my head. “Fine, we’ll go first thing in the morning. We have a meeting with the Keepers in two days. I thought it could wait.”

“But…”

“Let’s just save the fight and agree that this is important. I was tired, and I wanted you to get your head checked out.” My real reason sneaked out of my lips, and I heard Mary sigh from behind me. Her hands rested on my shoulders and gave me a light squeeze.

“Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?” she asked softly.

“Because you’re bullheaded, and you would’ve just told me you were fine.”

“Maybe you’re right.” She kissed the top of my head, and I set my right hand on her left, still resting on my shoulder.

“Of course I am,” I jested. “Why are you suddenly so excited by all of this?”

“By this?” Her voice rose in pitch. “We’re talking about finding a long-lost ancient alien race. Maybe gods, according to the theology we’ve been hearing.”

“You don’t believe that, do you? The gods part?”

She was tinkering in the kitchen, the smell of lemon tea carrying into the living room. She came into view, setting a steaming cup down on the coffee table in front of me. I mouthed thank you to her; she sat in the chair opposite me, her legs folded to the side, hands wrapped around the hot mug. Her hair hung down in her face as she gazed into her tea. When she peeked up at me, I felt like a young man in love for the first time.

“I don’t know what to believe. Are you telling me you don’t think what we just saw was a clue left for a deserving Keeper to find?”

I grabbed the mug, blowing on the tea lightly before taking a sip. Maggie had migrated onto my lap, and I was careful to not spill any on her as I drank it. “You might be onto something there. A symbol with a buried green stone nearby. What were the chances anyone would find either of them on a remote ice world?”

“Exactly. When you picked up the artifact, the place self-destructed.”

“It nearly took me with it, so I’m not sure I like their tactics,” I said.

“That’s just it. Only the worthy would have escaped with the artifact intact. We have an object that’s the clue to the Theos’ location. I know it.” She drank some tea, and I found myself being drawn into her excitement.

What if we could find them? Then what? Ask them why they built the portals? Ask them why they ran away, abandoning the universe? For all the talk I’d heard about them over the last year, no one had anything more than hearsay and speculation. We had no idea what they looked like, or where they were last seen.

“We still have that agreement I made with the Bhlat. Do you think the Gatekeepers will agree to let us give them that ice world now that we have this discovery?” I asked, curious as to Mary’s opinion.

“I’m not sure. Do you think there could be more artifacts?” she asked.

“I really don’t know, but my gut tells me that was it.”

“I think it fits with the piece Sarlun has.” She finally said it. I’d been waiting to see if she’d thought so too, but didn’t want to put it in her head first.

“Same.” My pulse quickened at the implications. If we set the cube into the object Sarlun had in his possession, what would it do? It could be a weapon, for all we knew. Maybe the Theos had created these back-door portals into worlds so they could take over and infiltrate them all whenever they wanted. “It’s hard to trust anyone after the Event, and then the Bhlat invasion.”

“You trust Sarlun and Suma. Now we’re part of a group of beings we couldn’t even comprehend a few years ago,” Mary said, reminding me of our first Gatekeeper meeting. There had been ten worlds represented, each very different from the next. I wished Sarlun had warned me one of them was made of a gas. I’d walked right through it, breaking several protocols.

“Yes, I do, but they’ve earned our trust, and we earned theirs. The Theos, on the other hand, haven’t done anything one way or the other. Actually, if they were behind the old ‘hidden green cube in a box’ trick, then they did try to kill me, so strike one.”

Mary smirked at this and took another drink. Her eyes were closing a little more, a clear-cut sign she was wearing out. I was too, and the warm tea, mixed with the soft snores of a cocker spaniel, were lulling me into a daze.

“We’ll learn more tomorrow. Let’s go to bed,” Mary said.

“I’ll be right there.”

I started to move, and Maggie sat upright, hopping down and running to the front door. Her left paw touched it ever so slightly, her sign to tell me to let her out.

It was late, the sky dark and ominous. Through the clouds, a few stars shone down, and I wondered if they were still there casting light, or if they were millions of years gone. Maybe that was what we were seeing from the Theos: signs of them long after they’d vanished, like a dead star shining in the distance.

Maggie did her business and walked inside, light-footed, straight for the bedroom. Soon all three of us were in bed, my mind still racing with unanswered questions.

____________

“Where’s everyone else?” I asked Sarlun as we were led to his office on Shimmal.

The slender alien twitched his snout and locked gazes with me, his eyes dark and wide. “It’s only us today.”

“Shouldn’t the others hear what we have to say?” Mary asked.

Sarlun tweeted a response, and when it didn’t translate, he tapped the device on his desk. “Did that work?” he squawked, his English words coming through now. “They couldn’t make it on such short notice.”

I wanted to call him out on that, but if he needed a private audience with us, it was likely for a good reason.

“You have something to report about the ice world?” he asked, leaning forward, showing his interest level was high.

“Yes,” Mary started, “we found a symbol among the ice.” I passed him a datastick, one he’d provided me for bringing him planet details for his portal world project.

He plugged it in, and images reflected on the side wall of the room, an art piece disappearing from the screen to be replaced by shots from our aerial drones. We’d left out Slate’s and mine, which showed nothing but ice, snow, and wind.

We’d edited Mary’s to skip forward, and when he saw the foreign metal stuck in the ground, he leaned toward the screen. We had a shot of the drone flying over it, getting the symbol in full view.

“Amazing,” his quick tweet translated. “I do not recognize this one. Is it from…” He left the question unanswered. He knew I had access to the hidden side of the portal guide, the one Kareem and others had worked hard to cover forever. Sarlun had never asked me for the details, and I knew it was eating him up inside.

I shook my head. “Never seen it before.”

“I think it’s their world. It has to be,” Mary said.

“The Theos, you mean? Not necessarily, but perhaps,” was all Sarlun said.

The screen began to show the images Slate had taken up close of the black metallic symbol. All along it, every few feet, were the curves and slashes identifying five other portal worlds. I recognized three from the Gatekeeper portals but hadn’t been given a chance to check the ones the Theos Collective had blocked. If they’d worked so hard to close a section of planets off, they must have done so for a reason. Not being able to access the Bhlat homeworld would have been a good thing, under normal circumstances.

Sarlun’s nose lifted up and down in excitement, and he started to swipe through a tablet. “The icon on the left” – he paused the screen, pointing to the four rectangles sitting in front of a small circle – “is none other than Atrron. I’ve been there before…once. I remember how impressive a place it was. Of course, it would be linked to the Theos.” His language fluttered out in a series of tweets, the translator doing its job well.

We discussed the other two worlds Sarlun knew of. Having never visited them himself, he couldn’t say more than was on file from the other Gatekeepers.

We got to the footage from the rover, and Sarlun stood up as the hole we’d dug caved in on itself. “What did you find down there?” he asked.

“What makes you think we found anything?” Mary asked, a twinkle in her eye.

“Because the only reason for them to have the symbol get swallowed up by the ice would be if someone had passed their first test.” Sarlun started to sit back down but moved to the screen, staring at the paused image.

“Why have a test in the first place? What do they want?” I asked.

“The Theos were the most intelligent race ever to exist, but they also had an insatiable appetite for puzzles and challenges.”

“Centuries after anyone’s seen them, and now we find a clue to follow. To what end?” Mary fidgeted with her hands. Her wedding ring spun around her finger as she contemplated the problem.

“If I were to speculate, I’d say they want to be found,” Sarlun said.

“Why?”

“That, I can’t tell you.”

I dug into my bag and wrapped my hand around the cube. “Maybe this will teach us something.”

His black eyes widened. His narrow mouth opened and closed a few times before he said anything. “That’s the missing piece.”

“I’m not sure, but it seems likely,” I said.

“Come with me. I don’t want prying eyes.” Sarlun opened his door, and we followed him out of his white pristine office into a similarly-designed hallway. Every so often, we walked past a Shimmalian, and we smiled and made pleasantries with a couple. They seemed to have a hard shell, but once they got to know us, they softened and treated us like equals.

“Where are you taking us?” Mary asked as the lights became dimmer, and the walls seemed to lose their sheen.

Sarlun didn’t reply. He just motioned for us to keep following, and soon we were at a gray steel door. There was a keypad with strange cyphers on it, and he quickly tapped a pattern, the door sliding open.

“What you’re about to see doesn’t leave this room. Agreed?” His choice of words caught me off-guard, but I played along. The translator still impressed the hell out of me.

“Agreed.” I said it first, followed by Mary. She waggled her eyebrows up and down at me when Sarlun wasn’t looking.

Sarlun shut the entrance as we passed through, and a bright white light came on in the center of the ceiling. “Welcome to my collection.”

It took a second for my eyes to adjust, but when they did, I saw rows upon rows of shelving, each filled with strange-looking items. I whistled a long note, unsure of just what it was we were seeing, but impressed nonetheless.

Mary stepped forward, but Sarlun stayed put, watching us as we investigated the room. It was a large space, probably close to two thousand square feet, with fifteen-foot ceilings. There were at least three yards between each shelf, which were each around twelve feet long and eight high. I followed Mary to the first row and spotted dozens of stone objects. Some looked like crude tools, bowls, hammers, cups; much like a section you’d see at a museum of natural history.

“Where are these from?” I asked, reaching for a long spoon-like tool. A blue force shield activated, stopping my fingers from going forward. It left a slight tingle in my hand.

“Those were from my very first world. I was a young Shimmali man of thirty cycles,” Sarlun said. I had no idea what age that put him at, compared to an Earth year. “Tranlok Four. The planet had gone through an extinction event. We weren’t sure what happened to them, but the most advanced creatures were using these tools when I arrived. They were in that stage for what we think were centuries, never adapting or evolving. Quite the unique story.” Sarlun gazed at the shelves wistfully for a moment.

I smiled at how similar the rudimentary utensils were to those of our own Neanderthals.

“What about these?” Mary asked from a row over. I crossed over to see what she was looking at. She pointed to an intricate helmet, asymmetrical but beautiful.

“That is from the Loorg world. They rule over all the creatures there, taking pity on none. Their leader Lord Plo’s troops fought battle after battle with each region, and with every defeat, he took a portion of the defending general’s bones. This helmet is made from pieces of all forty-seven of them.” Sarlun seemed pleased with himself.

“How did you get it?” I asked.

“One of us witnessed the revolt against Plo. He was beheaded on the battlefield, and amidst the chaos, we took it.” The Shimmalians were proving more interesting to me by the minute.

“When will we be ready to visit an occupied planet?” Mary asked Sarlun. So far, he’d only sent us to worlds with no intelligent life.

“When the rest of the Keepers say you’re ready,” he said, and Mary shot me a glance, rolling her eyes.

“And you? Do you think we are?” I asked.

He appraised me for a while. No part of him moved. “I do.”

Relief flooded me, with a side of anxiety. Until we went to alien worlds teeming with life, cultures, and politics, we were essentially just going for hikes on distant planets. I didn’t mind that. We could go home afterward and feel good about what we’d done, without wondering if we’d negatively affected or altered another race.

I’d already been to at least a dozen planets, each a far cry from the last. What would the next one bring?

Sarlun walked past me, moving with purpose to the far end of the room. Here the shelving full of ancient artifacts ended. He tapped a control panel on the last shelf row, and a blue light flickered, then shut off. He touched his fingertip to a black box and it separated in half, exposing an object the same color as the one in my pack. I’d only seen images of it, but now I could tell it belonged with the cube.

It was slightly wider than the one I had and looked like a platform for it. Four teeth erupted from its edges, making a smooth table for the cube to sit on. I smacked my lips, everything suddenly turning dry. I looked around for water but didn’t see any.

Mary was beside me now, both of us staring closely at the artifact exposed to us. Sarlun smiled his thin-lipped grin, reaching his hand out to me. With only the smallest hesitation, I grabbed the cube from my pack, setting it in his thick palm.

As he touched both pieces, the gemstones began to illuminate with green light. I felt the stone against my chest start to heat up, like it had on the night of the Event. I pulled it out and let it sit against my shirt, the green stone burning brightly.

Mary looked around, like we were about to be lifted into the sky. Some fears never dissipated. I saw her check to see if she had Bob’s ring on the chain she kept around her neck. She hadn’t worn it in a few years now.

“We’re fine,” I assured her.

“Interesting,” Sarlun squawked.

“You’re telling me. The same stones used in the Kraskis’ elaborate plan were one and the same as these you seem to think are from clues left by the Theos. What if all of this was a backup plan by our old friends? Maybe the Kraski aren’t actually gone. Has anyone checked their homeworld?” Sweat beaded on my forehead as I wondered just what the real story was.

Sarlun didn’t answer, and I took his silence as confirmation. He appeared to be puzzling it out for himself. “We haven’t. I didn’t see the need. Especially with your world now gone.”

“Earth’s gone, but New Spero is thriving.” I closed my eyes, imagining angry black vessels lowering onto our new world. I wouldn’t let that happen.

“Regardless, the Bhlat took their world. That’s why they were running away,” Mary said.

“Do we really know that? Or were we trusting the words of a traitorous hybrid?” I spoke the words more venomously than I intended.

“We’ll look into it. For now, let’s see what we have here.” Sarlun turned and set the original artifact down on a table. They were still glowing, though the moment he let go of one, they dimmed. He glanced at me, then placed the newly acquired cube on the stand.


Four

Nothing happened.

“Not quite what I had in mind.” The expression on Mary’s face said she was clearly disappointed.

“A cube has six sides,” I said, lifting it up. I moved it so the largest symbol faced upwards, toward the heavens, and put it back down.

The room illuminated with green light, so much that I feared we’d blown ourselves up. We were now in another place, where we could only see green for all eternity.

“Dean!” Sarlun screeched, his translator saying my name. I let go, and the light level lowered; once again, I could see the shapes of Sarlun and Mary in front of me.

The brightness continued to decrease, and the two artifacts rattled on the tabletop. No one spoke for a minute, all of our attention fully focused on the table.

A shadow in the shape of the symbol emerged from the top of the cube. It matched the one from the ice world and the top of the cube. It hovered there, four feet across, and we moved away from it, unsure what it was made of.

“Sarlun, have you ever seen anything like it?” Mary asked the Shimmali Gatekeeper.

He tweeted an airy noise, but the translator didn’t pick up what he’d said. It was either too quiet or not an actual word.

When he was about to reply, the shadow began to move again, this time growing into the shape of a man. It floated there, its feet linked to the cube by wispy blackness. The shadow didn’t solidify; it stretched out even further until we saw thin legs, a long torso, and arms that went well below the knees. A head turned back and forth, as if assessing us.

Goosebumps rose on my arms. It was like something out of a horror movie, and it had poured out of a cube I’d been carrying around for two days. It had been in my house.

“Hello,” I said to it, unable to hide the tremor in my voice. Its head, a smoky black visage, rotated and paused. I wished it had eyes, so I could tell if it was looking at me.

Sarlun hit a button on his translator and said a string of words in his language. He must have turned it off, because no words came out in English. “What are you doing?” I asked, wondering just how much we knew about Sarlun and the Shimmali people.

Sarlun didn’t reply but went to one knee before the shadow. He kept repeating a phrase that sounded like a beautiful bird’s song.

The shadow had been still but responded after Sarlun stopped tweeting his song.

Sarlun turned his translator back on just in time for the shadow to speak. It did so in pure Shimmal, and the device turned it into English for us. “Who goes there?”

“It can speak?” Mary whispered the question. The shadow was still moving slightly, its head turning a little.

The movements were familiar. I noticed a pattern repeating. “It’s on a loop,” I said. “It’s not really here, is it?”

Sarlun shook his head. “No. It is ancient.”

“Who goes there?” the voice asked again.

Sarlun stood up straight, back proud and voice strong. “Sarlun Shim, Head Gatekeeper of the Theos Portals.”

He motioned for us to speak. Mary nodded to me to go first, and I cleared my throat. “Dean Parker, CPA and Gatekeeper, hailing originally from Earth and most recently New Spero.” I hoped my accounting title impressed the long-dead shadow creature.

“Mary Lafon – Mary Parker,” Mary corrected herself. I’d told her there was no pressure to change her name, but she’d admitted she wanted to. “Captain in the US Air Force and Gatekeeper, from Earth and now New Spero as well.”

I winked at her, glad she’d used her old title too.

We didn’t have to wait long for it to speak. “Which of you summoned me here?”

“Technically, we all did. Sarlun had one piece and we brought the cube.” Mary’s words translated through into Shimmal chirps and tweets.

“Which of you summoned me here?” it asked again.

“Dean Parker did,” Sarlun said, and the hair on the back of my neck rose.

“Very well,” it said, and we stood motionless, waiting for more.

“That was anticlimactic,” I said, turning to Mary. Then the shadow moved quickly, rushing toward me. Before I had a chance to duck or run, it entered my soul.

____________

I stood on a cliff, thousands of feet above a deep blue ocean. Even from this height, I could hear massive waves roar and crash against the rocky outcropping below. A yellow star hung in the sky, too close to be our old sun, too pale to be in Proxima.

I tried to recall how I’d arrived but couldn’t. Was I alone? I turned slowly, seeing no one else. The water surrounded me. The chunk of land I stood on was hardly a hundred feet long, and I crossed it, seeing an extremely high cliff face once again. Shouldn’t I be afraid?

Under normal circumstances, I’d be terrified at being at this altitude with nothing but an angry body of water threatening to crush me at all fronts, but that was the rational part of my brain. It was now telling me that I didn’t need to fear anything. Was I dead, then?

I pinched my forearm and felt a sharp pain. I looked down and saw I was wearing a white Gatekeeper outfit, tailored to my human body. When had I changed into this?

“Dean Parker,” a voice said from behind me. When I spun around, no one was there.

“Dean Parker. You’ve earned the right to search.” The English was solid, but spoken the way a computer program might inflect words.

This time, I turned and saw the shadowed figure. It was walking of its own volition, not linked to the cube. It all flooded back to me: the ice world; placing the artifacts together to have a strange mist emerge from them.

“I don’t understand. Search for whom?” I asked, certain I knew the answer but wanting to hear it from the creature.

“The Theos.”

“Why did you disappear?”

It took a second, and I thought its head was facing away from me, staring into the endless moving sea. It was a very human-like image. “This is for you to find out.”

“And at the end of the clues, will I find you?”

Another pause. I was still under the impression that this was an intelligent recording I was conversing with. “Yes.”

“Why the games? Why not just tell me where you are?” I asked.

“Only the worthy may seek us. Only the True may find us.”

I cleared my throat, watching the misty man wisp in front of me. “How many True have found you before?”

“Through the ages, few have sought us. Never have we met the True.”

His phrasing set alarms off in my mind. I thought back to Kareem’s words about me being different. Change the universe. His dying words stuck to me like glue now.

I waited for it to speak again, but it was obviously programmed to wait for a verbal prompt before it responded.

“How do I find you?” I asked.

“You must follow the path.”

“What path?”

“You have the tools now. Use the map.”

“The map?” I wondered what that meant. Maybe it was referring to the symbols on the artifact. “What order do we follow?”

“The order is set. All pieces will fit.”

The answers were obscure, yet clear. I understood and pressed my luck. “Is there a wise place to begin?”

“You would benefit from beginning at the bottom.”

“What’s there?” I asked, guessing I’d get some obscure doublespeak back.

“The Forest of Knowledge.”

“What can you tell me about it?” I replied.

“The Forest of Knowledge.”

I probed it a few more times, hoping to get a different answer, but it kept saying the same response. It felt like my spell with it was coming to an end. “Am I the True?” I asked, nervous sweat beading down my back even in this weird world.

“That will be revealed in time.”

I started to ask it another question, but it cut me off. “The Theos await you. Only then will we stop the Unwinding.”

“What’s the Unwinding?” The shadow form started to dissipate, changing from a wispy cloud in a thin humanoid shape to the symbol for the Theos. It was a vertical line, with three horizontal lines cutting across it. With a gush, it rushed toward me, entering me, and when I looked up, I was back in the room with Mary and Sarlun.

“Dean. Dean!” Mary was shaking my arm, a look of panic in her beautiful eyes.

“I’m fine,” I coughed. “But I really need some water.”

Sarlun rushed to the doorway and opened a cabinet in the wall, bringing three bottles of crystal-blue liquid with him. I didn’t wait for him to come back; I met him halfway, grabbing a bottle and guzzling back the contents. What I actually tasted was smooth and slightly sweet on my tongue.

When I was done with the entire bottle, I set it down on the table beside the artifacts, which were no longer glowing. They were as still as a stone.

“What the hell just happened?” Mary asked, her no-nonsense tone thick.

“What did it look like?” I asked, genuinely curious if my body had left, or just my mind.

“You were standing there like a possessed zombie. The thing just shot into you, and you wouldn’t respond.” Mary’s words rushed out of her like a waterfall. Water…why was I so thirsty all of a sudden? Maybe it had something to do with a thousand-year-old ghost of a god invading my personal bubble.

“How long was I gone?”

Sarlun took a sip of his drink, his proboscis protruding into the opening and sucking the cool beverage back. “Not long, but long enough to worry Mary.” He looked me in the eyes. “To worry us.”

I was really beginning to like this guy.

“Dean, get with it. What happened?” This from Mary.

“I was somewhere else. At first, I didn’t remember where I was even supposed to be. I was on an island the size of this room, only thousands of feet above sea level, a soft yellow star shining down on me. I wasn’t worried or confused, just present. It arrived shortly after.”

“It?” Sarlun asked.

“The figure from the cube. It didn’t take another form, just the lanky shadow. I don’t think it was ever really here. I believe it was a recording, an imprint from a long-dead race.”

Sarlun chirped at that. “The Ancients survive. They are hiding. They’re not dead.”

“You say tomato, and I say dead. Semantics.” He didn’t understand the reference; before he could inquire, I kept going. “Anyway, here’s what I know: I’ve been given permission to search for the Theos.”

Mary clapped her hands together, smiling widely. “Yes!”

“This is good news,” Sarlun said, his thin lips parting for a smile of his own.

“The Gatekeepers will be happy?” I asked.

His smile vanished in an instant. “They must not know.”

This caught me off-guard. “Why? Aren’t we a team? A union? Or a guild, or whatever?”

“There are things I wouldn’t even trust to each of them. Something like details of the Theos would be worth more than you could imagine. Worth more than your lives…more than whole worlds. If word got out that we had these” – he motioned to the two green stone pieces – “we might already be dead.”

“I didn’t know how serious all of this was. You sure you’re still excited about the search?” I asked Mary, who now wore a frown instead of a grin.

“You think some of the Keepers would hurt one of their own?” she asked Sarlun.

“I don’t know, but lips are loose at times, especially in the confines of a home, or among friends and loved ones. I can’t risk it,” Sarlun answered.

“What else did it say, Dean?” Mary asked.

“To follow the path and to use the map.”

“What map?” she asked.

I grabbed the stone cube, feeling its weight in my palm. I’d sealed my fate once again in something bigger than myself. My gut felt the same twist as it had when I was racing down to Peru a few years ago.

I traced my fingertip across the largest shape, the same one the shadow had transformed into only minutes ago in my mental journey. “We’ve already established each of these is a world; some of the symbols match the icons on the portal tables. I’ll research the others, but I have a clue.”

They were both leaning toward me, eager to hear what it was.

I flipped the cube upside down and pointed at the underside. “We start at the bottom.”


Five

“You guys are really going through with it?” Magnus puffed on a cigar while his son Dean ran in their back yard, kicking a ball around. A little boy and girl played with him; they were all shouting and laughing in the sunny afternoon. It was refreshing to hear sounds of children playing all the way out here in New Spero. Life had a way of prevailing against the odds.

“Hell yeah, we are,” Slate said, sipping on a pint of beer. The aroma of grilling beef carried through the air and into my nose, causing my stomach to grumble in hunger. Magnus and Natalia were hosting a baby shower; all the woman were on the back deck, cooing and trying to appease the ready-to-burst Russian woman. Mary had volunteered to have it at our place, but they didn’t care about the old custom this time. Nat didn’t seem happy with all the attention.

“Mag, I can’t believe you’re about to have another baby. You guys ready for it?” I asked, glancing to the deck, where I spotted Mary. She was wearing a floral green maxi dress; the wind caught it, sending ripples through the length of cloth, her hair cascading along with it. I wanted to go take her hand and lead her away from the party, to spend some time alone before we ventured to Atrron.

She saw me watching from the BBQ and firepit area, and waved a low and secret flick of her hand toward me. I think she had the same idea as I did.

“No, but I wasn’t ready to save the world from an evil race of aliens, so I think I can handle little Mary,” he said.

I spit out the beer I’d just drunk, spraying it in a comical fashion. “Mary? You can’t be serious. Naming your kids Dean and Mary? It’s not just weird, it’s demented! They’re brother and sister.” The words rattled off in rapid fire, and Magnus and Slate started laughing hysterically.

“You’re too easy.” Magnus was still chuckling, and Slate clapped him on the back. “We don’t even know if it’s a boy or girl yet.” He flipped some burgers, placing a few on a plate when he was satisfied they were ready. “Back to your secret mission. These Theos: do you really think you’ll find them?”

My finger rushed to my lips, telling him to be quiet about it. “I told you what Sarlun said. Don’t even say their name until it’s all over.”

“Who’s going to do anything about it? Billy, the Terran One podiatrist?” Magnus pointed to a man throwing a Frisbee with a friend. “Or maybe Tricia, the local hairdresser?” He nodded to the deck, where the ladies were still handing out gifts.

It seemed so normal, but in my gut, seeing a tradition from Earth like a baby shower felt out of place on New Spero. “Regardless of who you deem dangerous, gossip can be our worst enemy. Just keep it on the down-low. You should have seen Sarlun’s face when he said entire planets would be collateral if they got in the way of something as small as the artifacts he’s hiding. The last thing I want is for Suma and her planet to be in danger.”

Magnus nodded. “Sorry for being a jerk. Maybe I’m just a little jealous this pup’s going, and not me.” He gave Slate a light punch on the arm. As if on cue, the three dogs ran over, the younger ones in front of Carey, who was slowing down in his advancing age. It felt like yesterday that I’d scooped him up to take him on the journey of a lifetime, and now here he was, an old man.

I knelt down and scratched his head, then stroked his fuzzy back a few times. He rolled over and asked for a stomach rub; I, of course, obliged.

“You sure you don’t mind keeping Maggie for a few days? Hopefully less,” I said, not sure how long the trip would take, or if I’d be back to New Spero before we hit the second location on the cube map.

“We’re happy to. She’s probably missed being around these other chuckleheads anyway. Dinner is served.” With that, Magnus and Slate carried plates stacked high with meat. Everything from a tofu dog, to spicy chicken, to good old homemade burgers. I was drooling as much as Carey was, and we followed along – Carey probably hoped something would fall from a dish, and I wasn’t far off.

We ended up by the deck, where three picnic tables were butted up against each other. Pitchers of sangria and buckets with ice and beer sat in the middle of the tables, where Magnus and Slate set their dishes down. I made a few trips inside to grab the food in the fridge: potato and Caesar salads. And what barbecue would be complete without Jell-O loaded with fruit inside?

The ladies were finishing up and came to join us as we sat down.

“Come on, kids! Time to eat!” Magnus called across the yard, reciprocated with cheers from the little ones. Little Dean ran up, his knees covered in grass stains. “Go wash up. Your mom will kill me if she sees you eating with those grubby hands.” I heard him whisper this to his son, and the boy saluted him, running for the house.

“A salute? That’s a good kid,” Slate said.

“He sees people at the base do it to me and wants to be like them. They wear uniforms, and to a four-year-old, what’s cooler than that?” Magnus poured Nat a glass of water, tossing in some ice cubes from one of the buckets.

“Thanks, husband,” Natalia said, giving him a weary smile.

“Nat, you look beautiful,” I said as Mary sat down beside me.

“I don’t feel so pretty, and I’m always exhausted,” she said.

“Nat, I wish I looked as good as you, and I’m not pregnant,” Mary said, complimenting her friend as she threw her arms around her.

“But you should be. Why don’t you leave all this planet-hopping around to someone else and have a baby? We could spend the afternoons together while the little ones had a nap.” Nat smiled at Mary, who poured a glass of sangria and tapped a fingernail on the wooden table.

“We’ll consider that. Maybe when this adventure is done, we’ll seriously talk about it.” Now Mary was looking directly at me, her sunglasses reflecting my image back, so I was unable to tell if she was being serious or just appeasing Natalia.

Magnus smiled at Mary’s comment, nudging me with his elbow. I shrugged. “She’s the boss.”

Slate was across from us, and a young woman came and stood beside him. She gave the big man a shy smile and waved lightly at Mary and Natalia. “Thanks again for inviting me. It’s been so nice to do something like this.”

“Da, have a seat, Denise.” Nat pointed at the bench to the right of Slate.

“You don’t mind?” she asked Slate, and he glanced up at her, taking a longer look than was necessary.

“No, ma’am. Please do,” he said, getting a small laugh from Magnus.

“Shhhh,” I whispered at Magnus. I recalled Slate telling me his fear of dying before he met someone and had a family; how his short life had been filled with revenge and regret. I loved the guy like a little brother and only wanted happiness for him.

Slate and Denise didn’t seem to notice anyone else as they started to make small talk.

“Who’s got the ketchup?” Mary asked, and we carried on, having a wonderful evening with friends. The whole time, the shadow of a Theos was lingering on my mind. The Theos await you. Only then will we stop the Unwinding.

____________

“You have everything you need?” Magnus asked us for the third time. He was wearing aviator sunglasses indoors, and I knew he’d partaken in a few too many libations the night before. Most of us had, though Mary and I’d cut out early, leaving Slate and Denise enthusiastically talking by the solar lights on the deck.

“If we take anymore, we’re going to need a mule,” Mary said, folding another rope into her pack.

“Sarlun doesn’t know the Forest of Knowledge, but he’s heard of a religious sect living in a heavily wooded area, about an hour by scooter. We’re trying there first,” I said. The planet held many life forms, but we knew little about them. Sarlun’s information was sparse at best, but we had enough to get us started. He’d supplied the translator plug-in for that region’s dialect.

We were at the base at Terran Five, and Magnus had sent our hover scooters over to the portal caves already. I wished I’d been given a chance to stop in and see James and my sister Isabelle, but I promised myself I’d do it as soon as we were back.

Magnus led us to the landing pad. A transport vessel lowered to the ground, a blonde woman rushing out, followed by another familiar face. Nick was growing a beard, and it was filling out nicely. I ran a hand over my own chin, wondering if I could pull it off.

“I’m glad I found you,” Clare said, her voice dripping with excitement.

The red sun was rising in the morning sky; it would be a hot day on New Spero. It was the kind of day where you’d rather sit on your porch and play with your dog than head out into the unknown.

“Good to see you two. Sorry you couldn’t make it last night,” Mary said to them.

“She wouldn’t let us leave until she was done. I could have used a night of fun,” Nick said with a wink.

“Next time,” I assured him.

“What do you have for us?” Slate asked, intrigued. He loved gadgets, and with all the alien technology we kept receiving, Clare was creating some amazing devices to help us out.

She reached into a bag and pulled out a silver object. “The cloaking suits have value, but they’re bulky and not a hundred percent reliable. Set this on the ground, and… It’s better if I just show you.”

Clare pressed a button on it and set the small rectangular device down by her feet. A beam of light shot up, and when it vanished, she was gone. We could see the lander behind her and Nick to her left.

We were all silent as we watched, the only noise from a nearby bird chirping. We’d brought an assortment of animals along with us to New Spero, a futuristic Noah’s Ark before Earth was destroyed for good.

“How’d you do that?” Mary asked, going around the beam to see if Clare was there. I followed, but she wasn’t visible, no matter what angle we looked from.

“Pretty cool, hey?” Clare’s voice asked.

I stuck my hand through and felt it hit something solid. “Whoa, watch where you’re grabbing!” With that, the illusion disappeared, and Clare was standing before us again.

“That could come in handy,” Mary said, picking up the device.

“I used some Shimmali interfaces and the idea behind our ship’s cloaking. It just reflects the image from behind your vantage point. Of course, as Dean just proved, you still hold your mass and can be touched,” Clare said, before showing Mary how to work it.

She spent the next few minutes revealing a few other inventions, each one getting tucked into our bags.

We hugged them goodbye and loaded the transport. I wished I wasn’t wearing a hoodie, as the heat made me sweat while we worked.

Slate got in first, taking the back bench. Mary took the pilot’s seat, and I plunked down beside her. The trip to the caves was a quick one and didn’t leave me a lot of time to worry as we lifted off, heading for the range a couple of miles away. The air conditioning helped ease my temperature as we moved toward the portal.

I looked at Terran Five out of the viewscreen. The city was twice the size it had been, with our new influx of people from Earth. New Spero wasn’t the same place it had been when we’d arrived a year and a half ago, but it was thriving.

The cities now had an energy to them, a positive flow that was easy to get caught up in. Some of the people here weren’t just getting a second chance; they were getting a third, and not many took that for granted. There were times we walked downtown Terran One and I forgot we were in a colony. The first step to healing was being comfortable, and we’d taken huge strides to do just that as a people.

Almost as soon as we took off, we landed, the terrain not yet covered in snow for the season. We had cameras set up, and motion lights to keep the lizard creatures away from the portals. The guards at Terran Five hadn’t seen any sign of them here for a long time.

We moved efficiently, carrying our supplies into the cave entrance. For good measure, Slate sounded an air horn, just in case one of the animals had slipped past the video feeds.

We took the familiar route and ended at the portal room, from where we’d traveled many times. The hover scooters were sitting where Magnus had said they’d be, and we attached our bags to them.

The EVA suits were safely stowed in a package adjacent to the scooters. Sarlun had told us the air mixture and, though it was breathable, a lot could have changed in the thirty years since any of the Gatekeepers had set foot on Atrron.

“Can you help me with this?” Slate asked, and Mary clicked the latch on his helmet. He returned the favor, and we were as ready as we’d ever be.

The hieroglyphs on the walls were activated, and I stared at them, emblazing each of their unique patterns in my mind. Each one was special. Mary was already at the center table, scrolling through the screen of icons. “Found it,” she said.

I took a deep breath, still looking at the cave wall. What were we about to find, and what was the point of this wild goose chase for a long-gone race of beings? I briefly considered calling it off. Slate stood beside me, aware I was feeling trepidation.

“We have to,” he said, his soft words echoing in my earpiece.

“Come on, Dean. It’s time,” Mary said.

“Let’s go find us some gods,” I said, and Mary tapped the icon.


Six

“Sarlun really needs to give better directions,” Mary said, trying to recalculate her GPS while riding. We slowed down, the wind pressure decreasing in turn.

The landscape was the most unique terrain I’d ever seen. Long purple grass covered rolling hills; tall yellow trees stretched out into the heavens. I’d never witnessed such majestic plants, and I’d walked redwood parks in California. Gravity was less on Atrron than on Earth or New Spero. Our readouts put it close to that of Mars.

“Over there,” Slate said, pointing as we flew toward the thick treeline.

If I thought the yellow trees we were seeing were large, I now spotted ones twice as high jutting through the canopy, at least a dozen of them. Their immense branches were covered in orange leaves that gave the illusion of a sun hanging in the sky above. It was amazing.

“I think we found the Forest of Knowledge,” I said, still open-mouthed.

Soon we were heading into the treeline, the dark purple grass becoming lighter and sparser as we went. “I can’t see them anymore,” I said, referring to the tall orange-leaved trees that were now hidden beneath the outer forest canopy.

“There,” Mary said, pointing to an opening in the branches above us. I saw the tip of the tree-sun and knew we were on the right path.

I tried to not speculate on what we’d find when we got there. Instead, I took a deep breath of my EVA suit’s oxygen and began to enjoy racing across the distant world. Sarlun had zoomed out a 3D map of the universe, showing us just how far we were from our system. Even with our current ship drives, it would take centuries to make it this far.

Every time we set foot on one of these portal worlds, we were the first humans to do so. I wondered if this was how Neil Armstrong had felt, treading on the bland dust of the moon.

A large bird-like creature perched high in an upcoming yellow tree, its wings smaller than one would expect. I assumed they didn't need as much wingspan on this low-gravity planet. While the landscape was colorful and vibrant, the bird was dark gray, making it stick out like a sore thumb as it sat there watching us.

Now that I’d seen one bird, I picked out dozens of them in the trees as we hovered by. Their thin necks turned to follow us as we passed.

“Life,” Mary said, saying nothing else about them.

Life was a good sign.

Sarlun had told us there were city-like developments on Atrron, but they were far away and still preindustrial in advancement. There were days I longed for the simplicity of that kind of life, but then I remembered the average lifespan, and how a simple thing like a toothache could end in death. Given the options, I’d take our current predicament.

A few other creatures ran along beside us, quickly falling behind our hover scooters. I didn’t get a good look at them; they were just blurs of darkness.

Mary was in the lead, and she slowed after ten minutes.

“It looks like a dwelling,” Slate said.

The building was squat and made from logs, sealed at the seams with a creamy mud. Smoke poured from a crude chimney, letting us know it was occupied.

Following Mary’s lead, I got off the scooter and grabbed my pulse rifle. I really didn’t want to need it, but we had no idea what we’d be up against. Slate went first, his eyes hard and dark behind his mask. He motioned us forward with a hand signal and we spread out, Mary to the right and me to the left as Slate headed for the front of the small structure.

As we neared it, I saw it wasn’t as small as I’d thought. The few hundred-foot-tall trees around it skewed the perspective.

We had the translators on, and I prayed the language Sarlun had programmed in would work properly.

“Greetings,” Slate said firmly. I cringed at his unfriendly tone. The language it translated to sounded like a mix of a snoring bear and a braying donkey.

Mary and I flanked the building, ready to back Slate up if needed. A rustling noise passed through the log walls, like someone was dragging a sack of potatoes across a gravel driveway.

A string of low docile words were spoken from inside the building. “Who there goes?” my earpiece played.

Slate stepped back as a figure emerged from the tall hut. I couldn’t see the front of the building, but Slate looked up, his eyes wide.

I moved forward, and my gaze lifted to see what he was taken aback by. The Atrron being in front of him was at least ten feet tall, its arms long and thin, its legs no thicker than the arms. It was dark gray. Heavy patches of hair grew out of its feet and hands, along with its pelvic area, which told me he was male; otherwise, he was hairless. His head was tall and thin too, small purple eyes looking back to me, his oval mouth partially open.

He repeated the phrase. “Who there goes?”

“Uhm…” Slate stuttered.

“Dean Parker of New Spero,” I said, the words translating to the local guttural language. The giant alien appraised me as if he was looking at a newborn. His thin hand moved toward my head, three pencil-shaped fingers mere inches from my mask.

One of the gray appendages brushed my helmet before he turned to see Mary coming up behind him. “Who there goes?” he asked again, this time to Mary.

“Mary Parker of New Spero,” she said calmly.

He reached for her face. This time, his hand sat on her helmet as he stared her in the eyes. She didn’t break his gaze: an intergalactic staring match. He eventually lifted his arm and moved back to Slate. “Who there goes?”

“Zeke Campbell of New Spero.” This time, Slate found his voice and stood up straight, still not coming up to the creature’s chest.

Seemingly satisfied with hearing our names, he stepped past Slate, away from his hut. Each movement was slow, calculated, like a cautious deer in a meadow with known predators. It made me uneasy.

“I guess we follow him,” I said, staying a few yards behind the Atrron local. Bones pushed against taut skin as the gray creature moved. Every step I took felt strange, the low gravity giving me a slight hop as I lifted each foot off.

The tree trunks got thicker as we moved along, and I spotted a few other huts along the way. Each time we neared one, he called out; a war cry or a greeting, I couldn’t tell. Our translators didn’t pick it up. The first time another alien appeared from inside a hut, I nearly grabbed my rifle.

A half hour later, we were still walking. Twenty or so of the tall hosts were in front of us, each methodically placing one hairy gray foot at a time.

“Think they could move any quicker?” Slate asked quietly, muting his translator.

“In a rush to get somewhere?” Mary asked him. “This is fascinating. Do you see all the birds, or whatever they are?” She pointed to the upper branches of the soaring trees. I did see more of the muted-colored animals than before, their watchful eyes following everything that was transpiring on the forest floor below them.

“There are hundreds of them up there,” I said, watching the giant in front of me peek above him before continuing.

The trees around us changed, then progressed into a bare space a hundred feet across.

“Look,” Mary said. Slate and I tilted our heads to see that we were in the center of the immense orange-topped trees we’d seen from far away. The branches didn’t start until at least fifty feet up and kept going for what seemed like a mile. Just looking up at the swaying goliaths nearly had me spinning with vertigo.

The ground here was almost all free of the debris you’d expect in the wilderness. The grass was thick and purple, and the urge to walk on it barefoot, like the Atrron were doing, passed over me. I could almost feel the blades of grass on my skin. As a kid, I would race around our property without socks and shoes all the time, getting scolded by my mother because, God forbid, I might step on a broken piece of glass.

The aliens moved to the middle of the forest opening and stood side by side in a semi-circle, facing us.

“I guess they want to talk,” Mary said, leading us over to them. I noticed how different they each looked. They were of varying heights, and though all had hair on their feet and other areas, a few of them were shaped a little differently. I wondered if those were the females, or if the first one we’d encountered was instead. It was possible they didn’t have sexes as we knew them. I’d leave that to the experts. For now, I wanted to see what they knew about the Theos and our mission.

The one we’d met with first spoke before any of the others. He’d become the de facto leader as the original one to make contact with us. It was a good system. “Why you here are?” the translation came.

Mary and Slate waited for me to answer. They’d decided that since the Theos had singled me out, it might be necessary for me to do the talking. Maybe the shadow had left an imprint on me somehow.

“We are on a mission to seek out the Theos. We were sent here by them,” I said. Before the translation finished, I noted how many of them shifted side to side in either anger or excitement.

“Gods you seek?” he asked.

“Yes. They told us to come here first. That you would have the next clue.”

His head tilted to the side, reminding me of Carey for a moment. “Then time it is.”

I waited for more, but all I heard were half-murmurs from the rest of the Atrron people.

“Time for what?” Mary asked them.

“Here stayed we have. Thousands upon thousands, cycles of star. Wait, they told us. Wait for those who seek.” His eyes shone with emotion as he spoke. “We wait. No come one. Creator no come one back. We wait for seekers. When come no one, we more wait.”

My heart went out to them. They looked so sad and tired, not much more than skin and bones, waiting in huts by the edge of the Forest of Knowledge for someone to show up. “They asked you to stay here and wait for the seekers?”

“Yes. So wait we.”

I cut my translator and spoke to Mary and Slate through my mic. “These Theos have quite the nerve. Telling the Atrron that they’re their creators and then convincing them to stay here for God knows how long. Centuries? Thousands of years?”

“Dean, maybe the Theos did create them,” Mary said. I was beginning to worry that her fascination with them was getting a little too deep.

“You don’t really believe that, do you?” I asked, trying to not sound accusing. It didn’t work.

“What’s that supposed to mean? Have you seen what they were capable of? A shadow from thousands of years ago taking your mind to a different plane, to tell you about the quest to find them? What about the Kraski? Didn’t they create hybrids? Who’s to say that wasn’t playing God as well?”

I took a deep breath. “You’re right. I’m sorry for jumping to conclusions.” I flipped my translator back on.

“We want to end this for you. If we move on, will you be free?” I asked, and they all stood up straighter, energized by the word free.

“Free we be will.”

“How many have come to seek before us?” I asked.

He tilted his head again, then looked down the line of people to either side of him. “Just you.”

This floored me. My pulse raced, and I felt the sweat and anxiety I’d been pushing back rise to the surface again. We were the only ones to ever find the clue? The fact that I might be the True thrilled and worried me equally. The days Mary and I had spent on New Spero, just living our lives and being part of a community, were perfect, but the idea we could find the Theos and understand the universe in a metaphysical sense was just too great of a prize. We needed to find them. I needed to find them.

“What do you have for us?”

“In star find you the answer,” he said.

“In star? What does that mean?” Slate asked. “If we have to go into space here, we’re not prepared. There are two stars in the system, but we have no way to go into a star. Blow it up, maybe?” His words translated, and he got a lot of confused looks from the creatures before us.

“Slate, your mind always goes to blowing things up first, doesn’t it?” Mary asked, getting a nod from the big soldier.

“It can be fun to blow things up. Admit it, you like the odd explosion,” he said, getting a laugh from her.

“What star were they speaking of?” she asked the giant, getting no response. “A lot of good they are. Okay, a star. Is there a tree in the shape of a star, or a symbol on the ground, maybe carved somewhere?” She started to walk around the perimeter of the forest bed, running a hand along a large tree trunk that was at least forty feet wide.

She looked up, and my gaze followed hers as she lingered on the orange ball of leaves where the treetops connected far above. “A star. Dean, doesn’t that look like a sun to you?” Mary asked.

“I thought just that when we first spotted it from a distance,” I said.

Mary smiled at us. “I think we found our star.”


Seven

The creatures all looked up, and their energy changed, like they finally understood the ancient riddle they’d been left with. They had their “aha” moment.

“In star find you the answer,” they all repeated at the same time.

“That gave me chills,” Mary said.

“Great work, Mary. Now how do we get to the top?” I asked, but Slate was already backing up.

“I’ll bring our gear,” he said, running the way we’d come.

The Atrron watched him go with interest.

“Don’t worry, he will return. We’re going to solve this little puzzle, and you can get on with your lives,” I said. “Do you ever visit the cities?”

“Cities?” Our first guide repeated the word as if he didn’t understand it.

“Large towns where your kind live and love,” Mary said.

“Understand not we do.”

“Mary, I don’t think they’ve been in contact with their own people. The Theos must have seen to it.” That they could force a group of living intelligent beings to stand guard for something so trivial as a game of hide and seek angered me.

“We’ll show you when this is all over.” This seemed to calm them, and soon the sound of a hover scooter approaching echoed to us.

Slate showed up, parking his scooter outside the opening in the copse. He carried two of the thrust packs. “Should be easy to get up there in this gravity,” he said.

“Who goes and who stays?” I asked them.

“Why don’t you and Slate go for this one? He’ll watch your back, and I’ll see what I can learn from them.” Mary motioned to the group of twenty Atrron observing us with interest.

Slate handed me a pack that was lighter than normal, and I slung it onto my back, fastening it with the clamps on my suit.

“Be careful,” Mary said, and I wished I could give her a kiss before venturing into the sky. I leaned forward, letting my helmet touch hers. It was as intimate a moment as I could share with her.

“I love you. See you soon,” I said quietly, and when I looked back, the Atrron were closer, extremely curious about our interaction. “It’s okay, she’s my wife.”

They repeated the translated word as if it meant nothing to them.

Slate didn’t wait around; instead, he powered up and activated his thrusters. I did the same as he lifted off the ground, heading slowly upward to the sky-high orange leaves far above us.

My feet left the ground, and I felt the adrenaline of solving the first stop on the map to the Theos. I cranked my thruster, catching up to Slate, and we soared at the same speed, ten feet separating us from each other. Below us, Mary and the Atrron became specks in the distance as we carried on.

The treetops grew closer and closer, and I immersed myself in the thrill of being able to fly around like a superhero for a few seconds. It was cut short when I heard an odd noise coming from all angles around us.

“Slate, buddy, what the hell is that?” I asked as a cacophony of sound surrounded us, vibrating through my earpiece.

“Don’t get startled,” he said, his voice tense.

“Why?”

“Remember those birds?” he asked.

“Of course.”

“They’re here, and they brought friends.”

I could see them now, thousands of them in thick swarms heading toward us from every direction.

“This can’t be good.”

“Keep going. Remember the trick I pulled when we first arrived at New Spero?” he asked.

I did. He’d stolen a ship and erratically flown away, getting the base distracted, allowing our escape. “It’s too dangerous,” I called to him, but it was too late. He changed trajectories, heading sideways rather than upwards.

“I’ll be quick,” I said and cranked my thrust controls, shooting like a bat out of hell toward the treetops. Orange rushed at me, and now I spotted individual branches. When I looked toward Slate, he was a speck being chased by a thick cloud of bird-creatures. A few were still making their way toward me, so I ducked and weaved past thick undergrowth. I didn’t know where to go, so I worked my way into the center of the trees, the apex of the fake sun of leaves.

I slowed, hovering in mid-air, the maddening noise of the horde of flying attackers still carrying over the distance. “What’s happening up there?” Mary asked, her voice crystal-clear in my earpiece.

“Just a few thousand birds chasing Slate around. Slate, what’s your status?” I asked.

“This is insane! Did you find anything?” His voice was a yell.

“Not yet,” I said before seeing a platform of intertwining twigs above me. “Wait, I found something.”

I hovered to it and lowered myself onto the woven wood. It took my body weight without so much as a creak.

In the middle of the ten-by-ten platform was an orange crystal box. I bent to pick it up, and a familiar smoke poured out of it. The Theos symbol rose in the air, the same pattern from the gemstone cube. As soon as I wondered if it would take the shadow man shape, it did.

“Greetings, seeker. Are you the True?” it asked. The black mist figure’s head turned toward me, then away.

This was a crucial moment. I knew what I had to do. “I am the True. Please allow me passage to the next phase. I will follow the path until I find the ones I seek: the Theos.” My heart pounded harder every few beats.

It floated there, not saying a thing.

“Dean, any chance I can get the hell back to the ground yet?” Slate asked, his voice strained.

Before I could answer him, the shadow spoke again. “Welcome, True. You have completed your first task. In the box is the path. Thank the Atrron for their service. They will be rewarded as promised.”

The shape changed, forming the symbol once again before dissipating into the box from whence it came. The orange box was solid, with no lid, but as the mist receded, it began to glow, a line along the top quarter of it. When it went back to its normal state, it clearly had a top that could be opened.

I was about to open it, when I heard Slate call for me. I threw the box into the pocket of the thrust pack and jumped off the platform, turning the power on as I dropped at a slower speed than I’d expected. There he was, falling a few hundred yards away. “Slate!”

“Dean, go get him!” Mary yelled from her spot on the ground.

“The damned things caught up to me, and a few of them flew into my pack. They must have hit the thrusters, because it won’t work.” His words came fast, and I raced toward his falling form.

The small-winged gray animals were all around me now. I tried to fly between them and hit a few with my helmet. I soared headfirst to get to Slate before he ran into something.

“Stick your arms out!” I called to him as I approached. I took the time to look past him and saw he was about to hit a treetop. “Now!” I yelled, and he did so.

I flew by him, spinning around and jamming the thrust up. He slammed into me, face to face, grabbing my body as we started to move backwards. “Hold on,” I said, and he didn’t argue as I adjusted our trajectory again, narrowly missing the tree. We were still moving downward, now only forty yards from the forest floor. The birds all stopped, as if there was a forcefield keeping them there.

I was able to get us under control and slowed our speed as the ground rushed to meet us. Slate was hanging on to me, his arms wrapped around my waist, and his long legs hit the grass first. A split second later, it was my turn, and I rolled as I impacted. I spun over myself and ended up on my stomach.

“Slate!” I rolled over and saw the big man on his back.

“Holy crap, boss, you did it!” he said, his chest rising and falling as he laughed hysterically.

“Where are you?” Mary’s voice came through.

“Just east of where you are. We’re okay,” I said and started to laugh with Slate. It was infectious. By the time Mary arrived, with a few lanky towering Atrron behind her, we were in tears, hiding our terror with hilarity. We’d made it down alive, and I had what we’d come looking for in my pocket.

“Did you get it?” Mary asked. After seeing we weren’t hurt, she was straight to business.

I reached inside my suit and pulled out the orange stone box. It was around eight inches square and fit into my hand as I showed her and Slate. The Atrron beings caught up to Mary and made a strange noise at seeing the box.

“Done is it. Plant to knowledge obtain,” the one we’d first met said.

“What does that mean?” I asked them, getting to my feet.

No one replied. They just turned and walked away, as if expecting us to follow them.

“Plant it?” I opened the box as Mary and Slate stood around me, all of us leaning in curiously.

Inside was a large metal seed.

“Is it encased in an alloy?” Slate asked, tapping it with his suit’s gloved hand.

“I’m not sure. What good do you think planting a steel seed will do?” I asked.

“Let’s go find out.” Mary took one last look at it and began to walk in the direction the Atrron had gone. Their heads were still visible as they slowly made their way. It was only a couple minutes later when we arrived back at the opening between the gargantuan trees I’d just flown to the top of half an hour ago.

The Atrron gathered in their semi-circle formation, and our guide pointed to the ground. It used to be packed firm, but now there was a six-inch-wide hole that went down three feet.

I shrugged, taking one last look at the seed in my hand. It had hard edges, lines cut into a rounded metallic object. I had no doubt this would do nothing. It wasn’t organic.

I dropped the seed into the pre-dug hole, and when nothing happened, I looked to the Atrron, who were stepping backward.

“Anyone have some water?” I joked before the ground at my feet began to rumble.

“Dean,” Mary said.

“Are the birds back?” I asked, looking to the sky.

“Dean, get down!” Mary yelled as she tackled me away from the hole.

Silver sprouts shot out of the ground with an insane velocity. Mary and I clawed desperately away from the shiny growing plant.

When we were far enough, I could see what shape it was taking: a tree. A looming metal tree, right in the epicenter of the dozen other ancient trees around it. It kept growing until we could no longer see the top, well past the orange leaves I’d just flown to.

“That was… unexpected,” Slate said, standing behind us.

The Atrron were on their knees, braying in their harsh language. The translator only picked out a few words, as they were either in elation or anguish. I couldn’t tell. I heard the words “god,” “bounty,” “heavens” mixed among the otherwise indistinguishable phrases.

“It’s not done yet.” Mary stood up and walked to the trunk, which was at least fifty feet across. “There’s a door.”

My heart raced as Slate and I joined her at the entrance to the tree. The outline glowed, and I stuck a hand out, expecting to hit a solid surface. Instead, my glove entered the tree.

Without hesitation, Mary stepped forward before I could tell her that it might be dangerous. Slate set his arm in front of me and followed Mary. Moments later, his head popped out through the solid-looking door. “It’s clear.”

The Atrron were watching us with vested interest, but they didn’t move from their kneeling positions. I entered.


Eight

Soft lights lined the walls and floor leading to the center of the tree’s interior, to a circle of blue gemstones. Mary was enthusiastically staring down at it, seeking answers. I approached behind her, hearing only my own shallow nervous breath in my helmet.

Slate was walking the perimeter of the room, which looked larger inside than outside. Its walls were rounded in the shape of the massive metal tree trunk. “Nothing to see over here,” he relayed.

“It has to have something to do with this,” Mary said, staring at the stones. She knelt, getting a closer look, and that was when I saw the dim symbols on either side of them.

“Mary, look between the stones, not at them. The light they give off makes it hard to see the ground.” I could make out five symbols, the same five from the cube I’d found.

“You’re right. The symbols. Here’s Atrron,” she said, touching the ground. As she did, they all illuminated, and Atrron faded away, leaving no sign the etching was ever on the floor. The floor hissed, and a shadow oozed out.

Mary jumped back from her crouched position and fell back. I reached a hand out to her, not taking my eyes off the Theos shadow.

“You have completed your task.”

“Damn right we did,” Slate said, without getting a reply.

“Why is this called the Forest of Knowledge? The Atrron don’t seem to have advanced technology.” I wasn’t sure if the ancient Theos ghost would have an answer for me.

“Knowledge is more than technology.”

His reply hit me hard. He was right. Did technology teach us how to love? How to exist, to breathe, to smell the flowers?

“What knowledge do the Atrron have?” Mary asked.

“The Atrron don’t die.”

“What do you mean, they don’t die?” Slate walked up beside us, his hand on his left hip.

“The Atrron are the original forms we put here to guard the Forest.” The shadow shape moved slightly, turning its head in its illusion to seem responsive.

I’d assumed they’d been trained generation by generation to stay in their huts and wait, but if what the Theos said were true, those Atrron had potentially been waiting for thousands of years. Given the circumstances, I thought they’d held up quite well. “How does one obtain infinite life?”

“You are gifted it.” His answer came out matter-of-factly, like it was common knowledge.

I shuddered. The idea of a race of beings giving us infinite life scared the hell out of me. No wonder Sarlun had been so careful to not let anyone know where we were going. It had made sense before, but now it did so on a larger scale.

I wanted to keep asking it questions, but the shadow had its own agenda. “You have completed your task.”

“What of the Atrron? What happens to them now?” Mary asked, clearly worried about the eternal race.

A screen appeared on the far wall, showing us Atrron from outer space. I knew the planet from our files, and the distinct yellow continent in the eastern hemisphere. It zoomed in, showing us elaborate cities spread out in beautiful concentric circles, the outer high-rises resembling the twelve trees around us now. In the center stood a larger one, a foretelling of what was to come. It was strikingly eerie.

“They come for their brethren now. They will be reunited as heroes and bask in the glory of the ultimate sacrifice.”

Ships hovered low to the ground, caravans of them moving toward the real trees in the distance.

Satisfied the Atrron were going to be okay after duty had stolen so many years, Mary asked the question we’d all been thinking. “What’s next?”

A noise whirred from above, and a box lowered of its own volition from somewhere inside the tree. I’d assumed there was a ceiling above us, but now I thought the room might just keep going upward. The gemstone box hit the ground outside the circle, where the Theos still wavered in the dim light.

“I got this, boss,” Slate said, lifting the lid. Invisible hinges allowed it to lever back. Inside were three helmets.

“What do we do with these?” I asked it.

“Swim,” it said, and before I could answer, the shadow changed forms into the Theos symbol, then disintegrated back into the floor.

“Swim? I’m not much of a swimmer,” Slate said, holding one of the helmets in his grip.

“Do we go back to the portal, then, and try the next place on the map?” I suddenly felt very tired. Maybe I could convince them to head back to New Spero for a day or two before continuing on.

We each grabbed a helmet, which were surprisingly light, and Mary spoke as I started to make for the exit. “I want to keep going.”

“Boss,” Slate said, nudging me. The blue gemstones making up the circle were beginning to glow brighter. A powerful light shot up from the ground all the way to the treetop, beyond our sightlines.

Mary, with her helmet in her right hand, stepped forward. I tried to grab at her, narrowly missing her pack’s strap. She entered the light, and in a flash, she rose up. I blinked, and she was gone.

“Mary!” I called after her, but it was too late. “Guess this only leaves one choice.” My feet were already moving.

“Boss, we have no idea where it leads!” But I was already gone into the light.

I became weightless, flying much faster than I had with the thrust pack. I looked up and swore I spotted the soles of Mary’s EVA boots before I slammed through a circle of blue light.

When I passed the light, everything changed. I began to fall. I was spinning, the ground coming to me in a rush, and just as I was about to land, I hit the surface like a cannonball and began to sink. It wasn’t hard ground at all. It was water.

The helmet ripped from my firm grip as I submerged. I gasped for breath before realizing I was in my EVA, my suit secure and waterproof. It was too heavy, though. I fought to swim to the surface, but my tiring arms and kicking feet just couldn’t get enough momentum to bring me up.

I was sinking.

“Dean, come in.” It was Mary’s voice, coming through my earpiece.

“Babe, are you all right?” I asked.

“I’m fine. I made it to the beach. Where are you?” I heard mild panic in her voice but could tell she was trying to stay calm.

“Beach? I just fell into deep water and haven’t seen anything. I can hardly make out up from down.”

“I see you on my tracking.”

“What a rush,” a new voice said in my earpiece. I was dropping fast.

“Slate, I see you. Follow my voice!” she yelled loudly, hoping he could hear her.

“I’m dropping,” I said. “The suit’s too heavy.”

“Take the boots off,” Slate said, his voice gruff, and I realized that was what he was likely doing. I listened to him, knowing they were the heaviest part of the suit. They sank as I pulled them free, and I felt a moment of worry as I watched them descend into the dark water. I’d need them later, but if I was dead, it wouldn’t matter.

“They’re off!” I called and pushed my tired arms to pull me upwards, finally able to fight the current and rise to the surface. I took a deep breath as I breached, even though I always had oxygen in my suit. It was a reflex. I spotted the Theos helmet nearby and made my way to it, grabbing it and clipping it to my suit.

Mary was directing me at this point, and soon I felt the sea floor below my feet. Long green foliage wafted around me, and the memory of the creature wrapping and dragging me underwater rushed into my head. I hurried and found Mary and Slate on a black sand beach. I stumbled over to them, Mary meeting me halfway. She helped me forward and I slumped down, every inch of my body exhausted.

“That was fun. Can we do it again?” I joked, lying back and closing my eyes. “Mary, maybe next time, you can cool your jets before leaping blindly into a Theos rocket beam.” I opened my eyes slowly, taking note of everything around me. If I wasn’t in a space suit, shot there by a long-dead race, I’d think I was back on Earth, sitting on a beach in Hawaii.

The sky was clear blue, perhaps a lighter shade than we were used to back home. Home. I reminded myself Earth wasn’t our home any longer. Small wispy clouds danced in the sky, a deep ochre star burning bright in the distance.

“The air is breathable,” Mary said, and I heard the familiar hiss of an EVA helmet being disconnected.

I sat up, seeing Slate following her lead. Mary pulled the elastic off her ponytail and shook her head, long hair blowing in the breeze.

“Since neither of you have keeled over from a silent and undetectable airborne virus, I think I’ll join you. I’m getting a little claustrophobic in this thing.” I unclasped my own helmet and lifted it off, setting it beside the one left by the Theos. Theirs was smaller, thinner, like a second skin. It was almost translucent. The air smelled a little off, like someone had tried to create the ambiance and scent of an ocean but subtly missed the mark.

“Let’s camp here for the night and figure out what we need to do,” Mary said, taking charge. I was happy to let her. She looked nowhere near as exhausted as I felt.

“Our supplies…” Slate started but cut himself off. “Looks like we’re down a couple thrust packs and hover scooters. Let’s evaluate.”

We each emptied out our pockets and the packs we’d had on our persons in Atrron. I was kicking myself for not going back to retrieve anything else before stepping into the light. As if she was reading my mind, Mary apologized.

“I’m sorry. I needed to see what it was. They haven’t done anything to harm us yet,” she said.

“I’d say attempting to bury a box on an ice world with me in it, and then tossing us into an ocean, might constitute as attempted harm.” I undid my suit, getting out of it, enjoying the sun and breeze on my sweaty jumpsuit.

“You were fine each time.” Mary was quick to side with them. I wasn’t going to call her on it. She was a little too intense about this adventure, eager to take each step without thinking.

“Here’s what we have,” Slate said, his inventory done. “Seven power bars, three pulse rifles, two gallons of water, ten iodine tablets, the Relocator, Clare’s new hiding device, and a partridge in a pear tree. Oh, and our knives.”

“What about our tent?” Mary asked, and Slate unclasped the outer part of his pack.

“You know, just because I’m the biggest doesn’t mean you have to make me the pack mule.” He gave me a sideways grin.

“It’s not because you’re the biggest. It’s because you’re the youngest. Now stop complaining and put that tent up,” I ordered, laughing at him as he shook his head and stood.

Mary and I took a walk inland, looking for something akin to wood to burn.

“You seem upset with me,” Mary said after a silent minute of walking.

“I’m just worried about you. This quest seems like a fool’s errand. Like manipulation from a dead alien race. What’s the point? Do we really want eternal life? Do we need more than a bed, a pup, and an acreage to be happy?” I asked the questions, stressed that she wouldn’t say yes. That what we had back home wasn’t enough for her any longer.

“No, Dean. But there’s a chance we can help stop this Unwinding you were told about. We helped those Atrron sentries back there. Maybe we have to help others before we’re done.”

My blood began to boil, thinking of the ego the Theos must have had to arrange this elaborate game. “And if we hadn’t come, they’d still be waiting. Waiting for someone else for another thousand years, because the Theos were so arrogant as to force a race to wait at their beck and call.” I took a moment to let myself cool down. “For all we know, the Unwinding is a load of misinformation, meant to manipulate us into playing along.”

“You don’t really believe that, do you, Dean?”

I thought about it, but she was right. “I don’t. But I’m just saying, you seem to trust them implicitly, when we’ve never met them. We don’t even know if they’ll be there when we finish this quest.”

Mary took my hand and leaned in, kissing me fiercely. Her breath smelled stale, recycled, but I kissed her back, craving her touch. “I’ll be more careful,” she promised.

A while later, we arrived back at camp with arms full of twigs and undergrowth from the area. Not as much as we’d hoped for, but given the circumstances, we weren’t about to complain. We’d have a fire, at least.

“About time,” Slate said. The tent was up, our meager possessions hidden away inside. He sat facing the water, the black sand only scant yards away from our camp, which was perched on a slightly elevated piece of land just off the beach. It looked like we’d be safe from the tide, as there was no evidence the water made it this high.

“No sign of any animals,” I said, setting the load of brush down.

The sun was lowering in the sky, a distant orb reflecting off the large body of water.

“I really thought we’d go home between these…” Slate searched for the right word. “Challenges.”

“So did I. Or at least, I thought we’d have the option of going home.” I made a teepee of kindling and broke a few longer pieces of fallen branches. The trees were familiar, but different and alien at the same time. Thin green bark covered them; the leaves were green, but in star-like shapes. Just before the sun went down, the fire was burning, too-fresh kindling crackling and popping as flames licked it.

“What did you want at home? You always seem to be happier when you’re off on an adventure with us,” Mary said, passing us each a power bar. Slate’s stomach growled at the sight of it, and I wished we had our other packs, with real food stuffed in them.

Slate shifted his gaze uncomfortably. “Denise.”

“The woman from the barbecue? That’s great, buddy.” The words sounded condescending even to me, but I didn’t mean them to be. I was happy he’d met someone. “I thought you two were hitting it off.”

“She’s great. We talked all night. I haven’t made a connection like that…let’s just say, in a long time.”

The fire flickered, shadows dancing on his stoic face in the minimal dusk light. “What’s her story?” Mary asked. “A story to take our minds off the task might be helpful.”

Slate looked uncertain whether he should share her intimate details, but after looking at us, he shrugged and started to talk. “She grew up in western Canada. The prairies. She was still in high school when the ships came.” He took a small sip of water before looking back into the flames. “She was on vessel thirty.”

“Weren’t they one of the luckier ones?” I asked.

He nodded. “As a whole, but she lost her grandparents and her dad on the vessel. Denise was one of the few who was actually put under stasis, so she never had a chance to say goodbye. She came to on the trip home, like countless others.”

“That must have been horrific.” Mary was leaning forward from her sitting position on the ground, arms folded across her knees.

“She cried for weeks. She moved to New Spero the moment she was offered the option. Her mom’s still alive and lives with her. I guess she’s quite the woman.”

“What does Denise do?” I interjected. It felt so mundane to ask what someone did any longer, as if their profession really determined who they were or what they’d survived. It was still second nature to be curious about their jobs, or it was just a courtesy thing, like asking how the weather was.

“She’s a cop. She became a cop after the Event on Earth. Runs a precinct on Terran One. Not sure they call it that any longer, but you know what I mean,” Slate said.

“I wouldn’t have guessed. She seemed so…” Mary cut herself off.

“What? Cute? Likeable? Sound like anyone else you know who can kick ass and take names when needed?” Slate asked, and we could see the red rise in her cheeks even by the firelight.

“Okay, busted. And thank you.” Mary poked at the coals with a thin stick. “So you like her?”

“What? Is this first grade?” Slate asked before conceding after a short pause, “Yeah, I like her.”

Mary and I laughed, and he tossed a small rock at me, narrowly missing my leg.

We stayed up for another couple hours, trying to relax after a stressful day, and discussed our plan for the next morning. The only thing we knew for sure: things rarely worked out like you intended.


Nine

My wrist device buzzed: an alarm letting me know it was time to get up. I nudged Mary beside me, and she groaned.

“I’m awake,” she said. “Slate, time to go.” After a moment, she jolted up. “Slate’s not here!”

A second of panic coursed through me, but the logical part of my brain took over. “He probably just beat us to the punch. Or he’s writing his name in the black sand.”

The tent opened, and that imposter of a beach smell wafted in. I stretched my back and legs after getting out, scanning the distance for signs of Slate.

“He’s not here,” I said, the worry creeping back.

“Maybe he’s scouting the land?” Mary asked from inside the tent. Moments later, she came out, wearing her jumpsuit, her brown hair pulled back in a tight ponytail.

I shook my head. “Something feels wrong.” I moved down the beach, wishing I had my boots with me as rocks dug into my socked feet. I slipped the Relocator into my pocket, not wanting to leave it in an unguarded tent. I tapped it, saving the camp’s location into the transportation device.

I saw Slate’s boot marks in the black sand, heavy imprints leading down to the water. He’d gone for a stroll. I followed along, Mary in tow, as I jogged along the ground just above the sandy area. Abruptly, the prints ended.

“It stops here,” I said, looking for any more signs of him.

“What’s this?” It was a red blotch, no more than the size of a dime, on the rocks.

“Blood.” The word came out as a whisper.

“Slate!” Mary began to call his name right away, and I joined her. “I’ll get the guns,” she said, already running back to our small campsite.

I waited for her, feeling useless as I stood there, trying to decipher where he could be.

Tall thin grass sprouted from the crimson dirt a few yards to my left, and I walked over to it, seeing sections of it crushed in a line heading toward the treeline. Once Mary was back, I waved her over, showing her my discovery.

“It looks like someone came and took him. Damn it. Why didn’t we keep watch?” I was mad at our slip-up. Even Slate hadn’t seemed concerned with the possibility of hostile locals.

“There’s nothing we can do about that. Now we just find our friend before it’s too late.” Mary thrust a pulse rifle toward me, and I grabbed it, stalking after her alongside the footsteps in the grass.

I felt vulnerable out here with no armor or shoes, and hated leaving our gear unguarded and out in the open by the beach. We didn’t have a choice, though, and I pumped my legs quickly and efficiently as we ran to find Slate.

The landscape changed into open fields as we passed by a half mile of thickets, my feet increasingly sore as we kept moving.

“Smoke,” Mary said, pointing at a thin plume in the distance, rising toward the light blue sky.

“Where there’s smoke,” I said, letting the rest remain unsaid.

I guessed the fire to be a couple of miles away and dreaded the trek across the fields, but as we went, I found the grass gave my feet a little respite from the rocky beach and hard forest bed. A mile in, we arrived at another stretch of woodlands, and Mary slowed, resting behind one of the larger trees. The ground rose and fell in soft hills between us and the smoke source.

“I see a sentry at six o’clock.” I turned, sneaking a peek, and saw a form pacing back and forth in a medium-sized circle. After I spotted one, I noticed at least five more from my vantage point. “They’ve got us covered.”

Mary slipped the scope off her rifle and leaned against my torso, looking past my head toward the guards. “They’re beautiful,” she said, voice full of awe.

“Any sign of Slate?”

She tapped the side of the scope and moved slightly. “There’s a village a little ways in. They had to have brought him there. What’s the move? Our options are limited, and I expect no matter which way we try to get into town, they’ll have sentries.”

We discussed it, but the resulting plan didn’t sit well with either of us. “He’d do anything to save us. Maybe they aren’t even hostile.” After seeing Slate’s blood by the beach, I doubted my own words, but had to sound convincing so Mary would let me play my part in the scheme. I was more than willing to play the goat in the proposal if it meant she’d be safe.

“If anything goes wrong, get back to the camp and finish the mission. There’s a portal on this world somewhere too. I just don’t know where it is,” I said, taking her hands. This was one of the planets not among the regularly accessible portal selections. It had been tucked away by the Theos Collective years ago, blocked off either because it was too dangerous or because something particularly nasty lived here. I hoped we didn’t see either of those reasons come to light.

“Nothing’s going to go wrong. I’ll be right back.” She was off, heading back toward camp.

As soon as she was out of sight, I slung my rifle on my back and began walking toward the village, doing my best to seem friendly. I tried to look like a tourist who didn’t realize he was walking down a dark and deadly alley.

It only took two minutes of this to get the attention of one of the locals. They approached and stopped at a distance, but close enough to get a good look. This one was female. Her legs were long, covered with tight leggings that looked made from animal skin. She had black markings lining her neck, and a baggy shirt with crude weapons strapped to a belt below it.

Her thin eyes turned down, and even from thirty yards away, I could see the beauty Mary had mentioned under her breath. Her hair was a thick green, giving it the impression of seaweed rather than hair. She watched me without reaching for one of her knives, and I wondered if that bode well for me.

I was about to talk, in an attempt to convey my friendliness, when something struck me from behind and it all went black.

____________

“Dean, you good?” I heard a voice say in English as my eyes struggled to open. The back of my head throbbed and I rolled over, taking the pressure off the wound.

“Slate?”

“How’d you get caught?” he asked.

“Same way you did. By not expecting it.” I chided myself for being so foolish. I’d wanted to be brought to their village, but I was so distracted by the local sentry that I didn’t hear or see the other one sneaking up behind me. It was a classic move I should have been prepared for.

“Where’s Mary?”

“She should be coming. We had a plan.” I sat up, looking for my Relocator. It was gone. “Damn it!”

I looked around the room. We were in a log cabin with a small window on one side. Getting up, I swayed from the head injury and steadied myself against the wall.

“Not much to see,” Slate said.

The opening was small, no more than an eight-inch space, two feet wide. Not enough room for anyone to slip out of. I saw village people roaming around, doing what appeared to be daily chores. A male carried a green woven basket with animal furs, followed by two little girls play-fighting with sticks as if they were swords.

“Is this part of the Theos’ objective?” I speculated.

Slate sat on the ground, his wide back against the wooden slats, his face grim. He had a small spot under his nose where dried blood had caked above his lip. “I don’t think so. It said ‘swim’ and gave us masks. I think we have to go underwater, and this is definitely not in the ocean.”

He was right. This was an unexpected delay, and I had no idea now how we could get out. I had to put my faith in my wife, that she could come and help us out of here. I’d been hoping to get brought in, find Slate, and relocate back to the camp, where we’d find Mary. If that didn’t work, she was ready to come in guns blazing, if need be.

But I knew that would be her last resort, and I was grateful for it. The people here seemed so normal, so…human. I almost laughed out loud at my thought that being human was the normal thing. I suspected hundreds, if not thousands, of other races around the universe would beg to differ.

“We need to get out and finish our task. Throw on the masks and…” I didn’t know what was next. The hints were too insubstantial and vague.

“We’ll figure it out, boss. We always do.”

The statement calmed my nerves. We did always find a way to solve the puzzles before us. Could that last forever, though? Eventually, even the best had to falter.

I continued to stand, my head still pounding but feeling clearer with every minute that passed. My feet were aching, and I reached down, pulling a large splinter from the center of my left foot. Relief passed through me at the removal.

A group of armed females was approaching from a large building down the dirt path, which was probably a roadway for them, though I didn’t see any form of vehicles.

“We have company,” I said, and Slate got up, groaning as he did so. “Did they rough you up?”

“Just a bit. I may have hit one of them. It didn’t even hurt her.”

“Her?”

“You think I won’t hit a female alien if she’s trying to capture me? Then you don’t know me very well. I’m progressive.” He said it with a grin that faded quickly. I imagined him remembering how I’d looked at him after he’d shot Mae. You couldn’t unsee something like that.

“I don’t blame you. I’m just noticing a trend with this race. The females carry the weapons. They’re the tough ones.”

“Hah, I’d say. The one who clocked me in the nose was less than half my weight but carried a punch Tyson would be jealous of. I think even Natalia would lose that battle.”

A lock rattled on the large wooden door before it pushed in, letting four green-haired bodies pour in.

We stood, backs against the far wall, only a few yards separating us from them. They had knives out, clutched between white knuckles. This couldn’t be it. My heart leapt into my throat at the notion they might cut our throats and wear us like animal skins.

The lead woman crossed the room, her arm jutting out until she gripped my face with her left hand. Three strong fingers squeezed my cheek and turned my head from side to side in a calculated move. She was looking at my neck.

The lines on her neck, which I’d first taken for a tattoo, were actually slits in her throat, each one lifting slightly to show greenish flesh underneath as she breathed. It reminded me of a fish’s gills, but I could also see her chest rising and falling beneath the baggy top she wore, so she was breathing with lungs.

She said something in her language, and it was the first time I’d heard one of them talk up close. It was a clean sound, almost sing-songy. Her narrow eyes squinted even further as she moved her face in closer, and she opened her mouth. I saw thin teeth and again was reminded of a salmon.

Every part of me was telling me they came from the water. If that was the case, why were they on land? Evolution? I thought it must have gone deeper than that, or the gills would be gone by now.

She said something else and moved from me to Slate. Her middle finger ran to his lip, and his teeth bared in a growl.

“Slate, take it easy. We’re going to get out of here.”

“Whatever you say, boss.” He closed his mouth, his eyes intense as they stared daggers at the alien before him.

The other three stayed by the door, and the one near us grabbed us each by the arm and pulled us toward the exit. She wasn’t doing it in a painful way, just a confident tug to make sure we followed along.

“Why don’t they tie our hands together?” Slate asked me quietly.

“I think they know we’re males,” I said.

“What the hell does that have to do with it?”

“Don’t you see? The women wear the animal pants and kick ass Xena-style. The men are docile here. Mary’s going to love this.” I almost laughed but cut it short because we were nowhere near out of the woods yet.

“Great, maybe there’s hope yet. We can attack, get one of those knives…”

“Slate, let’s just take the passive tactic for a while here. Mary will come for us.”

We were outside. A breeze blew against us, giving me relief after sitting in the warm stuffy cabin. The town was quaint; cabins lined the way, and the locals milled around working or gardening behind their homes, but when they spotted the invaders being paraded through town by their sentries, they all took notice and followed along. Children gawked, pointy teeth displaying their excitement.

I nearly tripped as I stepped on a rock, but the one behind me grabbed me under the armpit and thrust me back up. This went on as we passed by the entire town, and hundreds of their people now walked beside and behind the procession until we came to the edge of town, where a fire roared high. That would be the source of the smoke we’d seen earlier.

The clearing was in the shape of a large circle, reminding me of the clearing on Atrron. Short, thick trees created a border, doing more to mirror the other planet’s Forest of Knowledge.

“This stinks of them,” I whispered to Slate, who nodded in agreement. I purposefully didn’t say the race of missing deities, because I didn’t know how these locals would respond.

The fire was in the center, and heavy smoke poured from it in plumes. We were forced to our knees in front of it. Again, they were firm but not abusive. They wanted to show us something. We faced the fire, away from the townspeople, and I could feel every one of their gazes on the back of my head as I looked into the flames.

The sentry who’d appraised us at the cabin moved between us and the fire, and took a bowl from an old gray-haired woman. The elderly female’s back was crooked, but she still had passion in her eyes and wore the knives on her belt. The bowl was shoved in front of my face so quickly, a splash of tepid liquid hit me in the forehead.

“I think she wants you to drink it,” Slate said.

“Thanks. How about you go first?” I joked, trying to make light of the situation. If they’d been trying to kill us, they could have done it already, not in a circle with the whole town watching. I hoped.

I reached for it, taking the wooden vessel and pressing it to my lips. I said a silent prayer to anyone listening and felt the fluid hit my tongue, instantly tasting bitter liquid. I didn’t keel over, so Slate grabbed it and took his own sip.

Something was wrong. My vision began to blur, my mouth feeling numb. “Sla…t.” I tried to say his name, and he looked at me with a dulled panic.

The woman moved behind us, placing a hand on each of our heads before holding our faces forward to stare into the burning wood. The smoke danced heartily, and I forgot about the bitter drink. Instead, I focused on the flickering flames and the face that appeared within them.


Ten

“Dean Parker,” its voice said. “You’ve made it to your second challenge.” This face was more like an outline, much like the shadow essence of the Theos we’d seen a couple of times now.

“What do we have to do?” I asked, though my lips no longer moved.

“Take the map and follow it to the village.”

“What map? Did you drag these people from underwater to guide us?”

“I do not understand. There are no people on the land. The map is near me.” The face moved.

“They have us captive,” I started but remembered the thing I was talking to was nothing more than a pre-recorded message. I didn’t know how it had ended up in their fire. They must have thought of it as their god. I couldn’t imagine how a face within smoke and flames would seem like anything else.

The voice spoke again before vanishing. “Follow the path to the village.”

My tongue was dry and stuck to the top of my mouth. I shook my head, trying to get the fleeting remnants of the unpleasant drink out of my mind.

“Slate?” I asked and turned my head as the grip on it eased up. He was still looking into the fire.

“I’m here. The goal’s in the water,” Slate said with thick words.

“Good. I thought I was hallucinating.” I looked down into the bottom of the firepit and spotted a glint of green, otherwise covered in dark ash. They had a Theos artifact inside there, giving them the impression of a face in their fire. They probably kept the fire burning as an offering to it. I wanted to tell them they were praising a long-dead piece of technology, but I had no way of communicating at that point. Not until Mary came.

The female came back with a wide smile on her face and what appeared to be real joy. We’d brought the god out of its shell, and they were happy. She helped me to my feet, and others around cheered.

It happened so fast, I didn’t have time to stop them. Two of the women were between us and the fire, and one of them held the Relocator in her three-digit hand. She started to tap at it, the other looking curiously over her shoulder. I tried to blurt out a warning, but it was too late. The people were still cheering for their god’s appearance, and when her finger came down and tapped the screen, I noticed the two women’s arms were touching.

They both disappeared into thin air.

More quickly than I’d have thought possible, Slate and I each had blades at our throats. We threw our hands in the air.

“It wasn’t us. We’re not wizards!” I called, knowing they wouldn’t understand. I think our captor could understand the inflection, because her eyes softened slightly, but the cold metal didn’t move. It pricked my neck, sending a line of warm blood down toward my chest.

The ground beside us erupted like a small bomb had gone off. Mary! My eyes darted side to side as far as I could move them while keeping my head still, but I couldn’t see my wife anywhere. Another blast, this time to the right of Slate. People were starting to panic.

We heard an alien phrase uttered robotically. Mary was there with her translator on. She was hiding somewhere, though. The women looked around, seeing nothing. One of them walked to the fire to see if it was their god speaking.

The one holding the knife to my throat called back, her musical tone more strained than before. She got a reply from Mary, but I couldn’t hear what she’d said in English. The prick of the blade eased away from me, and I breathed a quick sigh of relief. Glancing over at Slate, I noticed his hand was in a tight fist, ready to attack, and I shook my head at him. He looked down, not happy with the order.

The women were moving away from us, toward the other side of the fire, where the voice was coming from. We got up from our knees, mine creaking with stiffness as I did so. Mary appeared from nowhere, right at the treeline of the open space. She was wearing her full EVA, holding a pulse rifle up, ready to attack if needed.

The females stopped in their tracks, startled at Mary’s sudden appearance. Even from the distance, I thought they recognized Mary’s feminine features, and they knew she was a woman. A powerful woman who could speak their language, had a weapon that could blast holes in the dirt, and could teleport. They must have thought she’d been the one to take the two disappearing locals away.

They got on their knees. The rest of the villagers did the same.

Mary picked up the new cloaking device Clare had given us and tucked it into a strap on her leg. It had done the trick. She strode toward us with purpose, her rifle held at ready just in case one of them did something stupid.

She tapped the translator off. “Hello, boys. Need some help?” She was loving this.

“I’d say we were doing fine on our own,” Slate said with a wry grin.

“It looks that way,” Mary said, running a gloved finger over the small nick on my neck. “Sorry I wasn’t here sooner, but I saw the Theos shadow in the fire and didn’t want to interrupt.”

The villager’s leader tentatively came up to us, her dark green hair shimmering in the sunlight. She spoke a phrase, and Mary turned the translator back on.

“Please repeat,” Mary said, and the woman did.

“Who are you?”

“We are visitors. What can you tell us about the water?” Mary asked.

“The water?”

“The ocean,” Mary said, lowering her rifle.

“The aquadomum.” I picked up the fact that her translation came through as a variation of Latin and wondered if it was just our device’s way of conveying an unknown phrase with the closest meaning.

“Come,” the woman said, turning around and walking away. Two of her armed friends followed behind us, but at a respectful distance. We passed by the onlookers. Some were still kneeling, while others just stared, trying to understand who or what we were.

The road led us to one of the cabins, where we entered through the door, and the woman pulled out an object from a desk on the far side of the main room. She beckoned us inside and waved her hand toward the wooden furniture, gesturing for us to sit. The space was small but cozy, the smell of wood sharp but pleasing.

She said something quickly out the door, and soon a tray of nuts and berries was brought in, with wooden glasses full of a colorful liquid.

“Boss, I’m not drinking anything else of theirs. Not after that last treat we had,” Slate said.

Mary disconnected her helmet but kept her earpiece in. She smiled as she took the offered beverage and passed one to their host, who accepted, and took a drink from it. Mary joined her. “Guys, this is pretty good. Tastes like a flower.”

I tried mine and found that was an apt description.

“What is your name?” Mary asked the woman.

“Aquleen,” she said proudly.

“I’m Mary, and this is Dean, and the big guy over there is Slate.”

“Are they your workers?” she asked, and I nearly laughed while Slate frowned.

“Well, I do make Dean do a lot of chores around the house, but…” She stopped herself as Aquleen just stared blankly at her. “They are not. They are equals.”

“But they are not egg-bearers.”

“You’re correct. What do you have to show us?” Mary asked, changing the subject.

Aquleen held a clear device in her hand, the size of a cell phone. It looked out of place in this rustic cabin. “This,” she spoke solemnly, “is for you, I think. Long ago, my people, the Apop, were driven from our home. My mother’s mother’s mother recalls the stories of her mothers, and we know we used to live in the aquadomum. The Picas came and forced us out. We ended on the beach, learning we could be in air as well as water.”

I leaned forward, sipping the refreshing drink.

“We have tried to go back, to vanquish them, but failed every time. They still have our semrock. We were to protect it, or so said our writings, but we didn’t.”

Semrock had to be the seed for this world, the one the Theos had hidden for their game of hide and seek through space and time. It sounded like a different race had come and stolen their home. It looked like we had more to deal with than we had at Atrron. As with any game, I suspected each location would get incrementally more difficult.

Mary took the clear device and looked at it from both sides. She tapped the side of it and it lit up, lines forming on the small surface. “Look, guys. That’s the beach. There’s the cache box the Theos hid for us to find this stuff, which our new friends have already pilfered.”

Slate and I loomed over her, seeing the map zoom out and an icon eventually began to pulse. I pointed to the blinking red light on the screen. “That has to be the semrock.”

“At least we know where we’re going,” Slate said. “Mary, ask them what the Picas are, and where they came from.”

Mary asked, her words translating. Aquleen’s jaw clenched and her brow furrowed in anger. “They come from deep in the sea. They are evil creatures, and they have taken so many of those we love. You will perish should you go after the semrock.”

“What do they look like? Do they have weapons?” Mary asked.

“Weapons? They have their horns and teeth.” Aquleen moved across the room and took out a leather-bound book. She flipped through a few pages and passed Mary the volume. Clean drawings were etched on the taupe paper. The subjects were long and fish-like, with two horns stacked on their heads, one above the other. They had large mouths, like sharks.

“We’re going to go swimming to get this seed, and those things are under the water guarding it? I don’t think so,” Slate said. “Our pulse rifles won’t work under water. What are we going to do, stab them with a knife?”

I knew he didn’t love swimming, but we had no choice. It was our only way out unless we searched the planet for a portal, which would be like finding a needle in a haystack.

“We’ll figure it out,” Mary said, turning to Aquleen. “Do you have spears? Anything we can use against your foe?”

Aquleen nodded.

“Are you able to breathe underwater?” Mary continued, and the woman nodded again. “Perhaps someone could guide us, then? If we get the semrock, will the Picas leave?”

Aquleen stared at Mary, a sheen coming over her eyes. “You will help us get our home back?”

“We’ll try,” I said. “Will you guide us?”

She said that she would.

There was a commotion from outside, and the two women who’d disappeared using my Relocator were soon inside the cabin, talking over one another.

“Calm.” Aquleen held a hand up to silence them.

“It took us to the beach. The gods are with these strangers,” the shorter of the two said.

“That may be true. They seek to help us get our semrock back.”

They each gave us a doubtful look, and I stuck my hand out. The woman hesitantly placed it into my palm. “Is it a god gift?” she asked.

It had come from Kareem, who had been one amazing engineer. “Not a god, no. But from a friend.”

“We don’t have time to waste, Aquleen. Show us the spears, and let’s get your home back,” Mary said, taking charge of the situation. Under the circumstances, we knew they would take to following her lead more than Slate or mine.

“Come with me,” the green-haired woman said.


Eleven

The water was cool at first, but I was quickly acclimating to it. The mask we’d been gifted on the Atrron world fit perfectly, as if it was made for me. I saw Slate put his on, and it molded to his head, making the ideal seal.

We used the earpieces from our EVAs but left our suits in our tent, where Aquleen promised they would be guarded with her people’s lives. Otherwise, we had smallclothes from the villagers on. The shorts were tighter than I’d have liked, but I eyed Mary’s bathing suit with interest. Mary wore the map strapped to her forearm, and Slate and I held eight-foot-long spears in our hands. Aquleen looked fearless, like a warrior mermaid, as she quickly swam in the ocean, her thin clothing a sheer barrier to the cold.

Slate and I kept our heads above the water as we stood on the sandy bottom of the beach. He gave our guide an appraising look and winked at me.

I killed the mic for a second so our conversation would be private. “Would you focus, Slate? You just met someone, and here you are making googly eyes at a deadly fish-alien.”

“She doesn’t look like a fish to me. Don’t worry, I just hate swimming, and need a distraction to keep my mind from it.” Slate ducked under the water, and I marveled at the masks we had on. They didn’t need tanks to allow us to breathe. How they worked was beyond me, but these were gifts from a god-like race. After a few panicked breaths, I’d gotten used to it.

“Let’s go. We’ll check out the Theos box first, see if there’s anything left for us,” Mary said from a few yards away. She plunged under the water. I took one last look back at our beach and then dropped into the crystal-clear abyss.

Tiny colorful creatures swam around us as we moved deeper. I wasn’t the best swimmer in the world, but with light clothing and without my EVA boots on, I found myself having fun as I kicked forward, following the effortless flow of Aquleen in the lead.

Mary turned and looked at me through her mask, her hair loose now, causing it to float freely around her head. She was smiling widely, and I wished we were snorkeling at the Molokai crater in Maui, rather than heading into another dangerous situation together.

The ocean bed got lower and lower as we progressed, and when I looked upwards, I was almost blinded. The sunlight reflected across the clear ocean top, casting wide shadows below us.

“It’s just ahead,” Mary said through our earpieces, and I checked behind me to make sure Slate was keeping up. His bulky body was only a few yards away, and he gave me a thumbs-up with his free hand. It looked like he was enjoying it too. I only hoped we could get in and out without facing the deadly Picas.

Aquleen made it sound like they’d been forced out three generations ago, and no one had been back in years. Maybe the Picas had moved on, and we could just go down, get what we came for, and leave, letting her people go back to their underwater world.

We couldn’t communicate with her while we were under, but she was using easy-to-understand hand gestures. Pointing down, she swam quickly toward the white sand below, a school of tiny pink fish bursting apart as she passed by.

She’d told us she used to spend time visiting the empty box as a girl, that she felt a connection to it she didn’t get anywhere else. She’d sit and listen to stories from her grandmother about what life used to be like in their home underwater and dream of reclaiming it for her people. Before we left, she told Mary that this was her time. Her path had led her to this moment, and she wasn’t going to squander it.

Aquleen found the access along the ocean floor with ease and brushed away the sediment from the hatch. With a tug, she opened it, blue light reflecting off her face before she raced through the entrance, leaving Mary to follow. I let Slate ahead of me and stayed behind. When I was sure there was no threat nearby, I entered the small opening.

The box was about the same size as the one from the ice world, and it had blue stones lining the walls. They glowed softly, illuminating the space. We swam around the water-filled cavern, and after a few minutes of searching, we realized there was nothing left inside for us. This would have been where they’d found the box with the Theos, which currently resided in their firepit back in town.

“Nothing here. They’ve picked it clean. I guess the Theos didn’t plan on this happening,” I said, swimming for the exit.

The three of us left, and Aquleen stayed behind for just a moment longer. Her green hair floated around her head while she stayed still, looking captivated by the box. It meant something to her, and we gave her a minute with her thoughts.

“I wonder what the Theos had in store for us if they didn’t expect the Picas to be at the end game. Or maybe they sent them, destroying this culture’s life as they knew it,” Mary said.

“I don’t know. They seem to be doing okay up there on land,” Slate said.

“How would you like to be taken from your home and transported somewhere else, with no way of going back?” I asked, quickly feeling a fool. That was exactly what had happened to us with Earth. New Spero was our home, but we’d never forget Earth for what it was. My heart suddenly felt heavy with loss. “Don’t answer that. I’m sorry.”

“Nothing changes, boss. We go in, assess the situation, kick ass where needed, return with the seed thing, and move on to the next world. One step closer to being finished.” Slate stuck his fist out, and I bumped it.

“I agree with Zeke,” Mary said, and Slate gave her a look that said “Really…Zeke?”

Aquleen darted past us, her legs kicking so quickly she could have been an Olympic swimmer fighting for a medal. She waved an arm for us to follow, and we took her advice, moving further into the ocean, away from the shore.

____________

The distance hadn’t seemed very far on the map, but an hour later, we were still moving through the water. We always swam at a slight downward angle as the ocean floor descended. I wondered how many miles we’d traveled and cringed at the idea of swimming all the way back. I’d brought the Relocator just in case that was our only option.

Aquleen showed no signs of slowing, and as she kicked her feet, I noticed her toes were webbed. It was obvious she wasn’t going at her maximum speed as she waited for us to catch up. She pointed forward, and I could make out what appeared to be a wall of stone underwater.

“I think that’s their town,” I said.

She changed trajectory, and we cut through the water toward an outcropping of rocks that stood a way from the town barriers.

“She’s bringing us to a covered zone so we can scout the situation before swimming into it head-first. She’s got a sound head on her shoulders,” Mary said to us.

The rocky wall went down for a few hundred yards until it hit the ocean floor and carried on up to the surface, likely breaching the water above. The area was decorated in colorful shells as countless fish moved around the area, dancing like synchronized swimmers. It was beautiful.

We ended behind a peninsula of reef, and I was careful to not step on it and cut myself. My hand rested on the surface to give my body a break, and Slate copied the move.

“I think we need to start an aquacise class back home. This is quite the workout,” Slate said, getting a laugh from me.

“You finally have that retirement plan you’ve always wanted.”

His gaze sobered at that, like the word retirement was foreign to him. More likely, he’d never expected to live to be that age, so he hadn’t really put thought into it. If I kept dragging him into crazy adventures like this, he might not end up an old man on a rocking chair, watching his grandkids play in the yard.

Aquleen turned to us, waving her hand to get our attention. She gestured to an opening in the stone wall fifty yards away. Something was moving inside it.

We tucked ourselves out of sight from the entrance, watching around the corner as one of the Picas roamed outside the waterlogged village. It came out snout first, and I cringed at the power it held; when it emerged fully, I had the urge to grab my team’s arms and relocate back to shore. It was massive. The thing had to be twice the size of a bull shark, its dark blue color an oddity when I’d been expecting the muted gray of Earth’s powerful sea creatures.

Aquleen had a look of despair, which transformed quickly into anger. These monsters had killed her ancestors and driven them away from their home. She wanted revenge. I didn’t know if a group of four with nothing but spears in their hands could redeem her people.

“We just need the seed. They might leave if it’s gone. I guarantee that’s what called them here,” Mary said, confidence oozing in her words.

“That’s the plan,” Slate said. His eyes were still wide as he watched the Picas swim around, looking for food. It moved slowly, silently stalking something along the wall. With a strong flick of its tail, the Picas rushed forward, jaws opening around a school of fish. A few lucky ones were pushed aside as the deadly sea monster ate.

We stayed quiet, watching as it did this a few more times. Eventually, it sauntered back inside the opening, and into the confines of the stone-walled underwater village. We waited another few minutes before Aquleen began swimming toward her ancestors’ town. She hadn’t been there since she was a teenager, and she had gone against her mother’s wishes, as any rebellious teen would do. She’d told us she’d never seen inside the walls, but their stories often mentioned where the semrock would be. In the center of town, a ring of glowing stones stood on the sand. The seed would sit directly in the middle. Aquleen didn’t know more than what her childhood tales had said, but she believed it would still lie there, waiting for them to reclaim it.

“The last time someone tried this, they sent a group of ten warriors, and only one made it back?” I asked.

“That about sums it up. They do it once a generation, hoping the Picas will be gone.” This from Mary, who still spoke quietly.

Mary began to swim toward the stone wall as well, and I squeezed the shaft of the spear, wishing I had a stronger weapon. A knife was tucked away in a leather strap on my left leg, but I didn’t relish the idea of going head-to-head with one of those creatures. Not only were they huge, but they had the advantage of living in the water. I pictured fighting one of them in a forest, and liked my odds better.

“Come on, boss.” Slate pushed away with a few frog kicks, leaving me alone at the reef.

It was only challenge two of five, and I was already second-guessing doing the Theos’ bidding. I tried to let the doubt out and moved toward my friends.

“Look,” Mary said, peering into a hole in the stone wall. We were roughly twenty yards from the entrance, just around a bend in the barrier.

I took up a position beside her and took my turn. It was amazing. Their town was spectacular. Columns of polished stone held up walls and roofs across the open space. The far side of their compact village was lined with residences; colorful plants grew in front of many of the unoccupied spaces. I could almost picture Aquleen’s people swimming around, lingering at their homes, watching their children play in the town center.

Now it was bleak and bare, the colors muted as I refocused, and I saw the village for what it was. Lifeless, its soul ripped away for generations. Plants overtook much of the area, and few fish swam inside the boundary, for fear of being eaten by the predators that resided there.

I scanned up and saw small amounts of light from the surface reflecting over their circular-walled town. It couldn’t have been more than half a mile across, but it was tall, and there was enough housing for hundreds, maybe even thousands of inhabitants.

Her people didn’t belong up on land. Aquleen moved beside me, and I saw her eyes go wide. She looked so vibrant and healthy down in the water, I knew we couldn’t fail.

“There.” Slate pointed down, where one of the Picas roamed below. That was when I saw what I’d been missing: the stones. They glowed softly along the village walls, now giving an ominous look rather than the functional one they were likely intended for. My gaze followed them downward toward the center of the area, but the light was too dim, the floor of the ocean too murky.

We watched, and spotted at least two more of the large enemies before adjusting and finalizing our plan.


Twelve

“I don’t think I should be up top. Her people consider women the stronger sex, and it only makes sense for me to be by her side while we grab the semrock.” Mary spoke quietly, but I could still hear the enthusiasm carry through my earpiece.

“Have you seen the size of those things? If anyone has a chance fighting one, it’s Slate,” I said, jabbing a thumb back to the man behind me.

“He may have the most training, but this is underwater. I don’t know how well it translates.”

“You guys do know I’m right here,” Slate said. “Boss, let them play that part. I’ve become good at playing decoy. Come with me, I’ll show you how.”

I remembered just how well he’d done it at Atrron, when he’d almost died after a bird rammed into his thrust pack. I didn’t bring it up then. “Fine. Please note my objection.” A lot of good that would do if someone ended up dead.

Mary unstrapped the cloaking device from her thigh, activating it. We’d run tests in the water before leaving, and it held up remarkably well. If only Clare could see it in action now, she’d be squealing in excitement. Mary strapped it back on, and she shimmered and disappeared. We could make out some blurry skin tones as she swam around us, but it was impossible to see her when she stayed still.

“Not perfect, but better than the alternative,” Mary said, and Aquleen stared, open-jawed. She was obviously still amazed by our “magic.” Mary tapped the device off so we could see her again.

“We’ve only seen three of the beasts. Slate and I will make for the surface, drawing them as far away as we can. Then we’ll climb out onto the rock above the water level, hoping they can’t jump out like dolphins and eat us,” I said. “Take this.” I passed Mary the Relocator, but not before saving its position outside of the walled village. “If things get hairy, get out of there quickly.”

“What about you?” Mary asked.

“Don’t worry about us. You have the harder task.”

“Aquleen and I will get to the semrock hidden at the bottom of the town.” Mary finished going over our plan.

“Then what?” Slate asked.

“We’ll find out. Just stay in communication, and we’ll go from here.” I tapped my ear, and Aquleen turned from us, knowing enough of what we said from our hand motions to understand she was getting her town back. An intense frown covered her forehead, and Mary set a hand on our guide’s shoulder.

“We’ll be fine,” Mary said, even though her words didn’t translate.

I swam over to Mary and touched her clear mask with my left hand. “Be safe.”

“You too,” she said back and placed her forehead to mine before turning and swimming into the entrance. She put her left arm through Aquleen’s and tapped the cloaking device, and they shimmered away in a blink.

Slate started for the entrance, and I followed him. The three Picas we’d seen were below our current position, so we needed to go fast if we were going to beat the efficient swimmers to the surface.

“Go,” I said, taking off as we swam past the village walls. The water felt warmer inside, as if the sun beat down from above and the town held the warmth. I kicked hard, feeling the burn as I pushed myself to the limits. The Theos mask somehow allowed me to breathe as heavily as I needed and still get enough air.

Without focusing on my surroundings, I managed to notice how still and empty it felt there. The water was clearer; different underwater plants stuck to the side walls, stretching toward the sunlight above. My legs protested angrily as I neared the surface.

“They’re coming!” Slate called, and I felt his hands brush my feet as I stayed just above him.

“Mary, what’s happening down there?” I asked between heavy breaths.

“We’re almost at the bottom. Two of them took off after you, but one stayed behind. We’re moving slowly to stay hidden.” Mary’s voice was as quiet as a church mouse, and I barely made out her words.

I glanced behind me and saw the Picas racing toward us. “Damn!” Slate caught up to me as they chased us at a ridiculous speed.

“Hurry up!” he called, swimming past me in a flurry of kicks and paddles. The surface was just ahead, dark stone emerging upwards like a rounded barbican from an ancient castle. The light refracted as it hit the water, and I blinked to keep it from blinding me.

With all my remaining energy, I kept moving, and soon my hands emerged from the water, feeling warm air against them as I grasped at the rock wall. Grunting, I pulled myself up as Slate did the same beside me. My right hand slipped, cutting my palm, and Slate, who stood on a ledge above me, grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me up just as the Picas were at our feet, snapping their huge jaws.

Drops of my blood splashed on the water, and the Picas kept gnashing their teeth. Slate jabbed a spear down toward them, even though they didn’t attempt to breach the surface.

“Something’s wrong with these things,” Slate said, poking at the water from our perch three feet above it.

“Yeah, they’re huge and crazy, that’s what!” I yelled.

“What happened?” Mary’s small voice asked.

“We’re up top. Two of them are here, and Slate’s trying to poke their eyes out. Do you have it?”

Silence for a moment, then her voice came through almost imperceptibly. “We’re close. It’s dark down here, the stones are our only light, and they’re very dim. A Picas is nearby, but we can’t spot it right now.” She went silent again.

Another minute went on, and I waited, leaning against the sun-blasted rock wall, trying to catch my breath.

“It looks like the semrock is in a clear box at the exact center of town. There’s a circular ring of stones, much like the metal tree we grew in Atrron. How do we activate it?” Mary asked.

“Just get the seed, and we’ll find out,” I said.

“Boss, check this out.” Slate was still poking at the water. He stretched his arm out, extending the spear down low, and it hit one of the Picas. I expected a quick retaliation and grabbed hold of Slate’s shoulders to keep him from being pulled in. Instead, all I saw was a flicker of blue light. It was like the sea creature was a hologram.

“Mary, I don’t think they’re real!” I said loudly.

“What do you mean?”

“Slate’s spear is going right through them. I think they’re a program, meant to scare everyone away.”

“Then how did Aquleen’s people get killed? What drove them off? Didn’t we just see one eat fish while we scouted the place?” Mary asked a flurry of whispered questions.

“Good points, but these aren’t real. I bled into the water, and it didn’t cause them to thrash any more than they already were. Be careful, but I think they’re harmless.”

“In that case, I’m going in,” she said.

Slate brought his spear back up and set the butt of it down on the rock. “Boss, there’s something up here.” He started to climb, and I decided to join him. There was no sense in watching the holographic Picas wait for us.

“What is this?” I asked. The round wall stretched into a platform with steps up, like a miniature pyramid. Slate took one side, and I the other, meeting in the middle after climbing the stairs.

At the top sat a hole, much like the one we’d dropped the seed in on Atrron. “I think we found our garden,” Slate said, grinning like a schoolboy in the middle of a prank.

“Mary, do you have it?” I asked.

“I’m at the box, I’m opening it. I have it…Dear God. It’s here!” she called, and my heart jumped into my throat. The pure panic in her voice sent tremors of fear down my spine.

“Mary!”

She didn’t reply, but I could make out muffled breathing. “Aquleen! Look out!” The words were sharp, piercing my ears as the shouts came into my earpiece. Slate looked ready to swim down, but I set a hand on his arm.

“You said they’re not real,” I told Slate.

“You said they weren’t! Maybe one is, and the others are just mirror programs,” he said, and my stomach dropped. I had to help.

“Mary, use the Relocator,” I urged.

“It has her leg.” Mary was close to tears. I could hear it in her voice.

“Free her and get the hell out of there!”

Mary grunted, and I knew she’d likely be stabbing at the sea creature with her spear. “I got it,” she called, then said some muffled words.

Everything went silent, and I couldn’t wait any longer. I ran down the steps to the edge of the platform and dove toward the water. The waiting Picas opened their jaws as I approached, headfirst into their mouths. I kept my eyes open, passing right through them without feeling anything but water. Thank God we’d been right.

I forced my tired legs to kick with all their strength. In a handful of seconds, I was nearing the entrance we’d taken to get into the walled village.

“Dean,” Mary’s voice called me.

“Where are you?” I asked, looking around for any sign of them.

“I made it out. We used the Relocator. Aquleen isn’t doing so well.”

That was when I saw the dark red stains in the water a few yards away. Mary held the warrior, whose leg was twisted and mangled from the left knee down.

“We need to get her up top. You have the seed?” I asked, and Mary showed it to me in her palm. Her spear was gone, probably lodged in the Picas’ side. “I’ll take Aquleen.” Mary hesitantly took my weapon and kept between me and the bottom of the village where she’d left the angry Picas.

“It’s still down there. If it catches wind of where we went, it’ll be here in a flash,” Mary said, her gaze never leaving the emptiness below us.

Aquleen was trying to help her swim, her face twisted in a harsh grimace. I couldn’t believe she hadn’t passed out. She must have been in so much pain.

“I’ve got you,” I said, knowing she couldn’t understand me.

Slate came from above, ready to fight. “Everyone accounted for?” he asked, seeing us all there in relatively one piece. “Boss, let me help,” he said, reaching toward the green-haired local. She pointed below us and let out a scream, small air bubbles bursting from her mouth.

The Picas was rapidly swimming toward us, now just a small dot in the distance but growing every few seconds.

“Gogogogogogo!” Mary yelled.

Aquleen grabbed Slate’s spear and pushed at me with her other hand, her three digits clawing at me to let go of her. I obliged, and she swam away from us. She looked back, sadness and acceptance in her eyes.

“No!” Mary yelled and started to go after her.

“Don’t you see? She’s saving us. Let’s get out of here.” I held Mary’s upper arm to keep her from going after Aquleen, and we all started to swim away.

I didn’t look back, refusing to acknowledge there was an enemy still on our tails. I blinked, seeing that look in her eyes as she went to stall her people’s nemesis. Aquleen would go down a hero, we’d see to it.

Slate was the first to the surface, and he was quick to get out and lower a hand to us. Mary tried to move around the projections that appeared to look like deadly sharks, but gave up after seeing me swim through them. Soon we were up on the ledge, heading toward the platform.

“The honor is all yours,” I said, panting once again from the excursion.

Mary stepped up the blocks of the small pyramid and held the avocado-sized semrock in her right hand. She reached the apex and stood there for a moment, her chest heaving up and down as water dripped all around her. I saw goosebumps rise on her flesh as a cool breeze blew over us. I loved that woman so much and just wanted to wrap my arms around her, but there would be time for that later. Now, we had a job to do.

“This is for you, Aquleen,” she said, and lowered the semrock into the hole. A perfect fit.
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The pyramid began to shake, and Mary hopped down a few steps at a time to where Slate and I waited. A massive light erupted from the platform, covering us, bringing a tingle of alien energy with it. The beam shot into the sky, blue light barely contrasting against the clear sky.

“Mary, Dean, over here,” Slate said, nudging us out of our reverie. He was looking down into the water, which was now basking in the same blue light. “I think the seed grew into the water.”

It made a strange sort of sense. The holographic creatures were gone now, and when we jumped into the water, it felt warmer, more inviting. The gemstones built into the walls were bright blue now, and we moved down through the water, my body feeling more rejuvenated the longer I was in the ocean.

“There’s power in this,” I said. Slate nodded, and Mary took off, racing past the entrance and on toward the bottom of the village.

“It might still be there!” I called after her, warning of the monster we’d left battling Aquleen, but she didn’t slow.

Slate and I kicked faster, attempting to catch her, and when we found Mary, she was on the ocean floor, Aquleen’s damaged body in her arms.

“She’s alive,” Mary said.

I watched in the bright glow of the stones as the clear box opened of its own volition, and murky black ink spilled out. The Theos ink-shadow took the form of their symbol before transforming into the lanky figure once again.

It seemed to sense Aquleen’s anguish. The stones in the circle around us burned brightly, the water warming as they did so. The shadow bent and flowed with the ocean’s movement, never quite looking directly at us, or at the dying woman.

Tendrils of blue light crawled from the stones, sparkling as they touched one another before merging and heading for Aquleen. I now saw more wounds on her, and blood oozed from her mouth as she coughed, her gills leaking the red life-fluid too. The azure light entered her nose first, spreading over and throughout her body.

Slate and I watched from a few yards away, in complete awe, as Aquleen’s injuries healed themselves; her damaged, dying body was being repaired. Mary held her until her bleeding stopped; the angry wound on her leg closed up, her skin a fresh soft brown.

Aquleen’s eyes sprang open and widened as she saw the light covering her body. She fought to break free but caught Mary’s caring face and calmed, seeing she was being helped, not attacked.

Mary let her go slowly, and Aquleen stood on the floor of the ocean, looking over her smooth skin, seeing the damage she’d obtained from saving us from the Picas had disappeared. We could tell she had a lot of questions, but when she saw the Theos shadow looming beside us, she seemed to forget them all. She got on one knee and glared back at us, upset we didn’t join her.

“Looks like we’ve passed the test,” Slate said.

“It appears so…” I was cut off by the Theos. It had no mouth to speak from, but its voice carried into my earpiece.

“You have completed your task.” The same phrase as before, in the same voice.

“Are the Picas gone?” Mary asked it.

“It is gone,” it said in a solemn voice.

“Is it safe for them to move back home?” I asked, looking at Aquleen, who was getting none of the conversation.

“It is safe.”

“Why upset their world?” Mary asked.

“To challenge you. Do you think you should be able to walk right through each stop on the map?”

Since it was a recording, I didn’t know if it was going to wait for an answer. We didn’t give it one.

“Welcome to your third challenge.”

The sand shook, and beneath the box the Theos shadow had come from, the sand caved in, revealing a room lit by more blue light.

“Do we want to just go like this? We don’t have any weapons.” Slate picked up a spear from beside him and spun it slowly in the water.

They both looked at me, expecting me to give advice. If they wanted to know what I thought, I wouldn’t hold back.

“Let’s see what’s in the room. They gave us masks to breathe underwater. I have to think they’ll give us the necessary tools to survive what comes next. They even gave us…whatever that healing stuff was, in case we were harmed. They intended to help us if the Picas injured us.” I didn’t want to stay another minute. Suddenly being a couple hundred yards underwater, breathing through an impossible mask, was all too much. It felt like the weight of the ocean was pushing down on me, and I wanted nothing more than to escape it.

“I’m with Dean. Let’s keep going.” I’d expected this from Mary. She was gung-ho to solve this missing Theos puzzle. Slate shrugged but kept hold of his spear.

“Okay, Theos, we’re ready. What’s next?” I asked the wavy black ink-shadow.

It moved slightly before speaking through our earpieces. “Next is darkness.”

“Darkness?” Slate leaned closer to it, as if listening for a further clue.

“Bring them light. End the dark. Only then will you move on.”

“Bring who light?” Mary asked, but it was over. The crude man-shape began to blend together, back into the Theos symbol, before pouring into the clear box.

“That sounds easy. Let’s go to the next world, find a light switch, and be done with it.” Slate made it sound so simple. We knew it would be anything but.

Aquleen’s mouth was wide open, and Mary reached for her arm, helping her to her feet. She shook her head and pointed to the box, to which the black shape had returned.

“You don’t need to pray to it.” Mary repeated the motions, and Aquleen nodded along, as if understanding.

The woman of the water looked up, and I followed her gaze. The village already looked more vibrant. I wished we could stay around just to see the Apop people’s expressions when they were brought there.

“Dean, bring her back. She’s tired and drained of energy. Take her to the beach and return to us so we can keep going,” Mary said.

I smiled at her and reached for Aquleen’s arm. She pulled away, but when I took out the Relocator, she caught on and let me grab her forearm. She touched Mary’s hand briefly, giving a look that we hadn’t seen on her before. Joy.

Mary gave her a hug, and Aquleen stood there, hands at her sides, with a blank expression. She eventually copied Mary and gave her a hug back.

“I’ll be right back.”

Slate gave her a smile, and I tapped the Relocator. The familiar buzz surrounded me, and we appeared on the beach. The sun was much lower, close to setting. My legs almost gave out at the sudden weight pushing on them. I knew I was tired, but just not how much. It appeared the healing waters didn’t take away exhaustion.

Aquleen’s two friends were waiting there by our tent, and they reached for their knives the second we arrived. Relief washed over their faces. I had my translator turned on.

“We can go to Aquadomum,” Aquleen said as her arms reached to the heavens in triumph. They were all talking so fast now that I couldn’t make out the words. I reached for the waterproof pack with our meager rations in it. We carried our few possessions inside the pack, and I tucked in two pulse rifles. Three wouldn’t fit if I was going to bring our jumpsuits.

It hurt to leave the tent, but I didn’t have space for it either. Mary had the cloaking device, and I the Relocator, so we weren’t empty-handed, and Slate had a spear. That was something. I laughed, thinking about him running around in the dark on the next world, trying to stab an adversary with it.

I watched the three alien females dance as they rejoiced, ready to head back to their village and tell everyone the good news. Instead of breaking it up, I hit the Relocator one last time, happy to have helped another race find their home.

I was back at the bottom of the ocean in a blink. Without asking, Slate grabbed the pack and headed for the hole in the ground. He dropped the bag, and it sank down. He followed it inside.

“Was she okay?” Mary asked, worry on her face. She was such a kind-hearted woman.

“She’s more than okay. She was ecstatic. The Theos seem a little sick, don’t you think?”

Mary looked insulted. “We don’t know if they set the Picas on her people.”

“Come on. It’s obvious, and the shadow all but admitted it. And the holograms? Just some convenient local Picas technology?”

“Maybe you’re right, but they need to make sure whoever finds them is worthy.”

I didn’t love the way Mary’s eyes widened as she spoke. “Do you think we’re worthy?” I asked, to see what she’d say.

“We’ll find out soon enough.” She turned from me, ready to head into the room where Slate was silently waiting.

I grabbed her arm, stopping her from going. “Mary, this is serious. They’ve manipulated lives. They think they can do anything they like. Do you really think we should find them? Maybe we should just try to go home and leave them to stay hidden.”

Mary was just angry now. “You know we can’t. They told you they needed you. The True, remember?”

“Maybe I’m not the True.”

“Maybe not, but we won’t know unless we finish this and find them. And how about a little plan called the Unwinding? If that doesn’t sound like something we need to stop, I don’t know what does. Did you save humanity to watch it get taken from us so soon?” Her passion was evident, and I loved her for it. Her behavior did feel uncharacteristic, though, and I worried about her.

“Okay. I trust your gut, Mary, even if mine is telling me to turn around and find a portal back home. Let’s stay on the same page.” She nodded and smiled, and kicked off the ground, swimming down the hole headfirst. I followed her into the room, which was lit by more blue stones.

“You guys know I can hear everything, right?” Slate asked. He pointed to the four corners of the room, where pillars stood. We were in another portal, more similar to the ones we were used to than the one from the metal tree we’d grown on Atrron.

There was a screen in the middle of the room, only one icon plastered in the center of it. It was the third symbol from the cube map we’d found on the ice world. Slate held a long box in his hands, and it remained unopened.

“From the water into the dark,” I said and tapped the screen. White light covered us, then darkness.
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I fumbled for the pack Slate was carrying. He gave it up to me, setting it on the cold, hard surface. I found the LED switch on one of our jumpsuits, and silently thanked Clare and her team for adding a light to the EVA’s undergarments.

It was Mary’s suit, and I passed it to her. We were all soaking wet, dripping on the black clay ground. I already had a small pool around me and moved away to slip into my jumpsuit before turning my own LED on. The light was on the right breast pocket, which allowed the beam to follow my body’s movement.

“Isn’t this quaint,” Slate said. He was using his suit’s light to scan the room, and he stood nearly naked in the small space we were cramped into.

“Would you mind covering that up?” I asked, getting a laugh from the big man. He didn’t reply; instead, he just jumped into the legs and pulled the clothing on, zipping up the front.

“That feels better.” He slid his mask off, testing the air.

“Slate! Wait!” Mary called, but it was too late. He’d already breathed in a lungful.

“It’s fine. Little thick in here. Musty. But the air is fine.”

“You don’t know that. Have you heard of airborne viruses?” Mary said.

I decided to slip mine off too. This got me an angry glance from my wife. “We don’t have the tools to check the air quality. I don’t think the Theos let us get this far to have us die from the air.”

She shrugged, letting it go, and removed hers as well. I tucked the three masks into the pack and took out the two pulse rifles, hoping we weren’t going to need them.

“Let’s see what we have going on.” Mary stood, and I joined her, getting a good view of our surroundings. We were underground, which seemed to be the most common location for a portal to open into. The Theos wanted the openings to other worlds to be hidden. There was no table in the middle of the room, telling me this was a one-way trip.

We had no way of hopping out of here, at least not from where we currently stood. The room funneled to an opening a few yards away.

“Guess we go that way.” I zipped up my own uniform and passed Slate a pulse rifle. Mary took the other, leaving me with pack duty. In this case, I was okay with it.

“Aren’t we forgetting something?” Slate asked, eyeing the box sitting on the ground. I still had the underwater gift bestowed upon us from the Theos.

We all stood around it, and since Slate had lugged it here, we waited for him to open it.

The box was four feet long, and it opened on nearly invisible hinges with ease. Inside lay a weapon much like a bow. Beside it were two sets of goggles.

“Just two?” I asked, hesitant to touch anything.

Mary reached down, taking the metallic bow. It had a few buttons in the middle of the lower limb. She touched one, and it quietly hummed in the otherwise silent space. A white light shone down from the upper tip, entering the lower. It was a bowstring made of energy.

Mary held it up, grabbing the angled center grip with her left hand, and touched the string-beam. She pulled away as if it burned but quickly went back to it, drawing it with no ill effect. “This is cool,” she whispered.

“That’s badass. Where are the arrows?” Slate asked, looking inside the box for them.

Mary tapped the next button, and an arrow of light appeared on the bow, nocked and resting with a hum. She looked ready to test it out, and she smiled as she yanked it back with a grunt.

“Maybe we should wait until we’re not in a cramped space smaller than my childhood bedroom,” I said, but it was too late. Mary spun and loosed the arrow beam. It flew and stuck into the wall several yards away. It flashed and flickered out.

“That was anti-climactic,” she said, a look of disappointment in her eyes.

“Let’s go. We can play with it later,” I said.

“Who gets the goggles?” Slate asked.

I passed them to Slate, who tucked them into his pockets. “We can draw straws later.”

The hallway beyond the room was tight, and Slate’s wide shoulders covered any vantage point of what was coming ahead. He held the pulse rifle at ready. I now held the other one, with Mary taking the bow. I followed behind, Mary covering the rear. The walls, roof, and ground were all the same hard black clay-like substance. The area had a strange scent to it, and it took me a moment to remember the smell.

When I was a kid at a summer camp back home, we made an outdoor sweat lodge with a fire and stones. We would pour water on the hot stones, and the steam would create the effect of a sauna. The musty, warm rock smell carried into my nose now, and the memory rose to the forefront of my mind.

“Anyone else know that smell?” I asked.

“Not sure. It’s familiar.” Slate turned sideways, glancing back at me as the passageway narrowed. “If this gets any narrower, I might start to freak out. Being this size, I’ve never loved cramped spaces, boss.”

“I know, Slate. It’ll be okay.” I couldn’t know that, and if he did get stuck, we had no way out. Behind us was the only direction to go, and that was where we’d come from. An empty room. If we tried to blast our way out, the whole place could cave in on us. I didn’t like our options, and I could see the sweat beading on Slate’s neck as he thought about it too.

It went on for another few minutes before I could tell the walls were getting wider, the ceiling rising higher with each step we took. I saw Slate take a deep breath and relax in turn.

The hall ended abruptly and we all looked up, noticing ladder rungs carved into the wall. Without any preamble, Slate raised his right arm and gripped one of the footholds. He began to work his way up, his rifle slapping his back as the strap ran over his shoulder.

“After you.” I waved a hand forward, letting Mary go in front of me. She smiled and began her ascent. With a last look behind us into the darkness, I went after them.

By the time we were near the top, sweat poured off me in droves. I stopped frequently, wiping my brow with my sleeve, hoping it would keep some of the perspiration from blinding me. Our LEDs aimed where our chests did, so looking up only allowed me to see the wall where Mary’s and Slate’s lights hit. Every time I glanced up, my eyes stung.

It was getting progressively warmer, like we were climbing into hell. The thought startled me, and a shiver ran over my overheated body. There were a lot of places we could visit, but hell wasn’t a likely destination on this trek.

“We’re at the top,” Slate called down to us, and my protesting arms and legs gave it their all to finish the climb.

Slate disappeared at the entrance, and soon Mary did too. When I reached it, Slate’s hand was there to steady me, and he made sure I didn’t fall backwards. He took the pack and set it down on the ground. I rolled over onto my back, a few yards from the drop, and took a few deep breaths. When was the last time we’d slept? Or eaten?

As if reading my mind, Mary found water in the pack and passed it around, giving it to me first. I took a liberal amount and handed it back to her. We each ate half an energy bar and stayed put, discussing what we knew so far, which wasn’t much. Sleep was becoming a luxury we couldn’t afford, and I knew we’d end up making mistakes because of it.

“We must be inside a big cavern here. I can’t see walls anywhere,” Slate said. His light beam went on for a bit before fading to nothing. The beam spread was wide, and was meant for seeing things up close rather than farther away.

“I don’t know. I can’t hear an echo.” I wanted to test the theory but was hesitant to yell out. It might draw unwanted attention to our position.

“You’re right.” Mary got up and began to walk away from us.

“Stay close,” I said, but she either didn’t hear me or chose not to listen to my urging. “Crap. Let’s go, Slate.”

“Whatever you say, boss.” He took the pack without complaint. We trailed the bobbing light coming from Mary.

“Do you smell that?” she asked, her voice rising to carry back to us.

I sniffed, smelling the faint odor of rotten eggs.

“Smells like my brother’s socks,” Slate said jokingly.

“It gets stronger. And look!” Mary was waiting for us, and when we made it to her side, she was pointing forward, where a dark orange glow shone from beyond a ledge.

We kept moving along, each step taking us closer to the dim light. The smell got more potent as we neared the ledge, an acrid sulfur smell that threatened to bring tears to my eyes. My throat started to stuff up, and each breath was harder to push through.

“We should stop,” I said, but Mary kept going. Slate set a hand on my chest, and I coughed, a burning sensation filling my lungs as I did so.

“It’s lava!” she called back. “We’re in a volcano. Or on one.”

“On one?” Slate called.

“Look up!” Mary’s words hit us, and we both gazed toward the roof, only there was no roof. We could see that now, under the dim glow of the lava down below. I could make out a few twinkles in the distance.

“We’re outside.” I was surprised. It was so dark. “What did the Theos say?”

“Stop the dark, I think,” Slate said.

Mary was back beside us. “Bring them light. End the dark. Only then will you move on. That’s what they said.”

“Bring who the light?” I asked, knowing we didn’t have that answer.

“That’s what we’re going to find out, but I have a feeling ‘they’ aren’t beside this volcano. Let’s go the opposite way.” Mary took the lead.

“Have you ever seen such a black night?” I asked them both.

“Never. I remember being in the middle of the desert in the war. No cities for a hundred miles in any direction. Clouds were so thick, we hadn’t seen the sun in days. One night out there was terrible enough to make an atheist a praying man. This is bringing it all back.” Slate’s eyes were wide as they darted around.

“The goggles,” I suggested. “Let’s try them on.”

I took one of the pairs and slid them over my head. The lenses formed against my face, just like the underwater breathing mask had done.

It took them a moment, but the surroundings became visible. “Turn your lights off,” I said, and soon Mary’s and Slate’s jumpsuit lights flicked off, leaving us blacked out. The goggles activated, illuminating the people around me in a green light, much like night vision. Slate’s and Mary’s eyes looked dark, their skin a pale green.

“Let me try,” Slate said. He put the other pair on, and I visibly saw the relief on his face when he could see.

“Too bad we only have two,” Mary said.

The ground was dark, flat, bare. I didn’t see anything but rock near us. “You can have my set,” I said, about to take them off.

“It’s fine. Lead the way, and I’ll take a turn later.” Mary smiled, and I stretched out my hand, feeling her fingers grab mine. I kissed her lips then, the salty taste of sweat and energy bar still on them. I leaned in and whispered in her ear. She patted my chest with her other hand. “I love you too, Dean Parker. Just don’t lead me over a cliff.”

“Right about now, I’d like to lead you home.” We began walking away from the lava, the overpowering scent dissipating more with every step.
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“We need to find somewhere to camp.” I stopped, looking around the barren wasteland for signs of shelter. We’d been walking for hours, and in my head, I kept expecting a sun to rise, giving us daylight, but it didn’t change. The darkness was perpetual on this black world.

My feet were aching, the socked padding of the jumpsuit not enough to keep my arches free from rocks and debris. The other two hadn’t complained yet, so I shoved my own grievances down deep.

The lower half of my legs and feet were covered in gray film. It was ash, we’d decided. The few tree-like plants we’d passed were dead, no signs of life left in them. This world was depressing.

Bring them light. The phrase started playing in my mind on a loop, until I was humming a tune to go along with it. I wondered if the other two were hearing it too, but I didn’t want to ask. I didn’t want to make it real.

“This place is getting to me,” Mary said. Her hand was still on the small of my back, letting me lead her, since she couldn’t see a thing. She said her sight had acclimated just enough to see us as blobs and the ground as a slightly different shade of black. “It’s like being in my grandparents’ cellar. My grandma would keep her canned goods and preserves in there and said there couldn’t be any light. The door had a seal around it, and there was no window. I remember playing hide and seek with a cousin one day, and I got stuck inside. I couldn’t see a thing, even after squinting in the dark for what seemed like forever.”

“How old were you?” Slate asked.

“Maybe six. I never went near that room again. Grandpa said the door seals acted like a vacuum or something.”

We kept moving, happy to have some stories as a distraction from the monotonous journey. I kept looking for somewhere to stop and began to worry we’d never find what we were looking for on the planet. That we’d run out of our measly food and water before figuring it out. “Anyone else feel that?”

“Feel what?” Slate asked.

I decided to be honest with them. “The despair. The second-guessing every move. I’m losing grip over here and it’s only been a couple hours.”

“I feel it.” This from Mary.

“Me too,” Slate said quietly. “Let’s stop for a while. There’s a place we can shelter.” He pointed to a spot a hundred yards to our right, and I saw a rocky outcropping and a few tall dead trees. It was better than being out in the open.

Soon we were laying out our few possessions. Slate found a tarp at the bottom of the pack, and he made a crude shelter. It wasn’t raining, but every now and then, we felt ash falling from the sky and preferred to keep it from landing on us while we slept.

We removed our goggles and used the LEDs now, making it easier for Mary. I actually felt some of the cloud over my brain lift as I took the night vision off. Mary and I spent ten minutes dismantling a dried-out dead tree beside us before stacking it and making pieces of it into kindling with a folding knife out of Slate’s jumpsuit pocket.

“Good thing someone had the foresight to bring a knife and lighter,” I said. “We really need to stop leaving supplies at every world we visit. We’ll be naked by the time we end up meeting the Theos.”

I expected at least a chuckle at this, but the two just solemnly kept working. With the shelter done, Slate came over and lit the small pieces of wood, and I gave a small cheer as it caught, sending smoke into the air as the rest of the kindling took. It felt so much better to have something as simple as a fire and a shelter. I was starting to think more clearly.

“We may have gone too far.”

“Coming to this world or our recent walk?” Mary asked, and both were reasonable guesses.

“The Theos wouldn’t likely make us walk for hours and days to accomplish a goal, would they?”

“Atrron wasn’t that close, but we had our scooters. They wouldn’t have known that we weren’t on foot.” Slate poked idly at the fire, which was now crackling as the timber burned.

I hadn’t thought about that. “But at least on foot, we still would’ve seen the ball of orange leaves in the distance. Here, we can’t see anything. There has to be a sign. I think we’ve missed it.”

“You could be right, boss. Do we double back?” Slate asked.

Mary shook her head. It was nice to see them again with the light of the fire. Mary looked tired, and I tried to imagine we were back home at New Spero, sitting by our firepit. I almost checked my lap to see if Maggie was in it. I found myself missing my new little dog. She’d given us her love so freely, and all I did was continuously leave her behind. At least she was with her family. With Carey.

Emotions threatened to overwhelm me, and I turned from the other two, wiping my eyes. What was going on? This place was getting to me more than I knew.

“Let’s call it a night and figure it out in the morning. Or whatever time of day it’ll be,” Mary answered.

“You two go ahead. I’ll take first watch,” Slate said.

“Do you think a watch is necessary?” I asked.

“Strange dark alien world that feeds on your insecurities and makes you a little crazy in the head? Yeah, I’d say we could use someone on watch. Besides, I’m a little wired right now. I’ll come wake you in a few hours, boss. Then we can trade off.”

I agreed, and Mary and I headed into our tarped-off lean-to.

“I don’t like it here,” she said after we lay down, our heads resting on the folded pack.

“I know the feeling. We can start with fresh minds tomorrow. Love you.” I kissed her quickly and felt her left arm and leg drape over me in our normal sleeping position. Before I knew it, her breaths were coming slower and deeper, and I let her sounds carry me to sleep.

____________

I bolted upright in alert. Mary rolled off me. “What is it?” she asked, panic thick in her voice.

“I don’t know. Shhhh.” I strained my ears, trying to hear the noise again. I really hoped it had just been a dream.

A few seconds later, and I could hear Slate moving around by the fire. The only other noise I could make out was the soft cracking of a mature fire.

“I think you were dreaming,” Mary said, urging me back down from my sitting position.

“You’re probably right…” I didn’t finish before a screech rang through the air.

“What the hell was that?” Mary asked, getting up herself. We exited the tarped area and found Slate standing at ready with a pulse rifle tight in his grip. He passed the other one over to me, and Mary reached for the Theos bow, activating the string with the touch of a button.

Firelight danced over us as we stood still as statues, waiting for the sound again, or any signs of movement. The scream carried to us once more, this time sounding like it came from another direction.

“We’re surrounded,” Slate said matter-of-factly.

A rustling sound was coming toward us, and I felt the grip of the rifle dig into my palm as I held it up high, ready to fire. Another screech, but much farther away than the noise coming at us. Slate looked poised as he scanned the area, but we were unable to see far with the muted light of our fire. It was like the whole world sucked any light into oblivion.

More noise, like boots on pavement coming at us. “It’s coming.” The quiet words escaped my lips.

The steps stopped just outside our light’s range. “What do you want?” Mary asked, knowing whatever it was, it wouldn’t understand her.

Words flowed back to us, clearly in an unknown language of chirps and clicks. The translator back under the shelter relayed it to us. I hadn’t even known one of them was still activated. The words were choppy, as if it was deciding what was being said. All I made out was… “light. Turn off light.”

“Light?” Slate asked. Another loud scream hit my ears, this time closer than before.

“I don’t think whatever is right over there,” I pointed beyond the firelight, “is the cause of the wail. I think it’s telling us to put out the fire. It’s drawing in the creature.”

“Crap, you’re probably right.” Slate and I set to extinguishing the fire, using ash and a few logs to bash it out. We had no liquid to spare, so it took longer than we wanted. I heard a few more sporadic words translate, including light and good.

Another wail from the watching creature hit my ears, and I cringed with the ferocity of it. I didn’t want to meet whatever was making that sound.

When there was nothing but the tiny glow of burning embers left, footsteps approached. I threw on the goggles and held my rifle in my sweating hands. The green vision came into focus, and I nearly fell back when I saw the local in front of me. It was over six feet tall, multiple wide eyes staring back at me from a flat face. There were just holes where our noses would be, and a thin slit for a mouth. It was hairless, and when I looked down, I saw it had six legs.

It quickly brought to mind a man mixed with a spider, much like a centaur was a person’s upper half sitting on a horse. It was an uneasy sight, and I explained what I was seeing to Mary and Slate. Soon Mary was standing beside me, with Slate’s borrowed goggles on her face. She had the translator with her, and she spoke.

“What is it?” she asked, the translator relaying her words into clicks. The being’s eyes widened, and it chirped back.

“Darkness,” it said, then, “Come.” It turned, and we gathered up all our stuff to follow behind. As we packed, a few more screeches bellowed through the flat landscape, and we were ready in record time. All signs of sleepiness were washed from my previously foggy brain, and I wanted nothing more than to find a portal and hop back to New Spero.

“Boss,” Slate said quietly in my ear, so Mary wouldn’t hear. His left hand gripped the shoulder of my jumpsuit. “Stay close. I don’t like the dark.”

“I will.”

The alien moved nimbly, and we had to power walk to keep up with it. Slate stumbled a few times, but I was there for him to hold himself upright.

“Where’s it taking us?” Slate asked.

Mary repeated his question with the translator. The response was short and sweet: “Safety.”

“Safety from what?” Mary asked.

What we got back was a series of quick clicks that didn’t translate.

“So much for knowing what’s making those screams out there,” Slate said.

“It might be better not knowing,” I said, starting to sweat now as we trudged along in the dark, my legs and shoes covered in a thick black stain of ash.

“Why do I feel like we’re going to find out what’s out there before this stop on our Theos chase is over?” Mary asked, likely not expecting an answer. I hoped she was wrong, but I had to admit my gut agreed with her.

I couldn’t see too far in the distance, as the night vision range was limited, and ash continued to rain down on us in a constant flow, making the visibility even worse.

Another screech rang out, this time from behind us, and much closer than before. “Boss, I don’t like this.” I looked back at my wide-eyed friend. He was normally as tough as a rock, and as infallible, and it was unnerving to see him scared. Everyone had a weakness. His was the dark. I was about to take off my goggles and pass them over to him when the six-legged alien stopped in its tracks. It turned to us, chittering lightly.

“Silent,” came the translator.

We all stood still, making no sound but our anxious breathing. The creature turned away again and starting walking quickly, not saying a word, just trusting we would tag along.

I looked past him and had a hard time controlling my reaction. On the edge of my green vision were hundreds of insect eyes glowing back at me.

“I hope those are its friends,” I said, my voice shaking. I’d never liked spiders. Even as a curious little boy, I was terrified of them. Growing up on an acreage, we had our fair share of large jewel spiders hanging their hats on our sheds and barn in the autumn. My father tried to explain their value to the ecosystem, but all I saw were small fuzzy monsters. Now I was seeing huge fuzzy monsters with faces, and a lot of them. Not only that, it seemed there was an even greater threat coming up behind us. It was either go with the horde of spider aliens or take our chances in the dark with a screaming devil we hadn’t seen yet.

“Slate, what do you think?” I whispered and turned my head to hear his response. He wasn’t there.

“Slate!” I called out and instantly received a scream from the darkness behind us.

“Where is he?” Mary asked, her bow unslung.

Before I could think of what a bad idea it was, I ran back to where we’d come, my rifle held up, ready to fire at anything that wasn’t Slate. “Slate!” I called again, getting no answer.

“Dean, over here,” Mary called from my right. I sprinted to her side and saw what she’d found: Slate’s pulse rifle. I picked it up, holding it in my left hand. Despair at bringing him there threatened to take over, and I had to isolate the thought from my mind. We would find him.

Our six-legged friend hurried to our side. “Come. Come,” its chits translated.

The screaming monster bellowed again, this time from farther away. It had Slate.


Sixteen

“Right smack dab in the nest.” I sat in the darkness of our hosts’ underground tunnels. We’d followed the Raanna, as the translator told us they were called. It could be a bad translation, but it was good to be able to think of their species as something other than “spider-monster.”

“We need to get out there and find Slate,” Mary said, echoing my thoughts.

“What are they waiting for?” I asked, for the fourth or fifth time. Dozens of the Raanna scurried around through the pitch-black corridors, and we watched them pass by the doorway to the large hall we were in.

Mary held my hand, an act that felt out of place in our current situation, but comforting at the same time. We were both nearly sick to our stomach at the loss of Slate, but the Raanna assured us they could help.

“I’m getting tired of sitting here.” I got up and called to the creatures as they passed the doorway. “Excuse me! Excuse me!” My translator spit out their words, and a couple stopped, looked in the room but kept moving. Back against the wall, I slid back down to the ground beside Mary and waited.

It was only a few minutes later that a group of six Raanna entered the room and beckoned us. They must have understood we had goggles on that allowed us to see in the dark. Did they think our eyes really looked like that? Round bulbous goggles? Maybe they thought of us as being insectoid like themselves. Maybe that was why they were helping us. I’d been so preoccupied with the oddness of the whole adventure that I hadn’t seen it on their eyes. They were also wearing protection on their faces.

“Your eyes. Do the covers allow you to see?” I asked.

“See in dark. Once live above,” one of them said. This one had a large scar across his face that ran down to his chest. I got a good look at them now, trying to understand the biology of the aliens. Their six legs were hairy and thin like a spider’s, but their top halves were very much humanoid. Two thicker arms jutted out at their shoulders, and the scarred one was missing his left hand.

“Did it do that?” I nodded to his arm.

“Yes. We fight. Never win.”

“Do you know where it took our friend?” Mary asked, the complex noises echoing from her translator.

“Yes. Nest. Volcano.”

“The volcano is the nest?” I asked. “What if he lives there, causing the eruptions, creating the ash cloud, constantly putting the world, or at least their region, under a dark cover?”

I’d been talking to Mary, but they heard me and chittered away. “Yes. Yes. Once radiant. Now death. Only dark.”

“Is that why you live down here?” Mary and I stood, looking up at the slightly taller creatures.

“Hide. It kill. Drawn to light. If light, it find. Kill.”

Their language, even translated, seemed fairly stunted, but their point was easy to get across.

“So it creates a dark world, and if anyone here uses light, it finds them and kills them.” A plan was starting to formulate in my mind.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Mary asked me.

“There can only be one way. But we need their help.” I turned to the Raanna before us, confident that if Slate was still alive, we could save him. “Will you show us where the nest is?”

It took a moment, and they turned into a circle, their conversation a hushed football huddle. When they stepped back in front of us, Scar spoke for them. “We help.”

____________

Their tunnels were intricate. Raanna were down there by the thousands, and they looked sad and cramped in the small rooms they occupied. They’d made a life for themselves, and Scar showed us a massive space where they grew rows upon rows of mushroom-like fungi, amongst other bland-looking food sources. It was hard to get a lot out of them, but I saw the wistfulness as he remembered life above the surface. The radiant, as he put it, glowing down on them, crops growing heartily in the lush landscape.

Now it was dead, ash-covered, and poisoned. We were there to help them. What had the Theos said as we were about to jump? “Bring them light. End the dark. Only then will you move on.”

“Bring them light. End the dark,” I whispered as we walked in the pitch-black halls.

“Bring them light,” Mary repeated.

Scar – as I had taken to calling him, since they’d given us no names – was leading us, and we came to a small room set apart from the rest of the residences. Something covered the entrance with thin lines, and it was sticky when I reached out to touch it. My goggles showed it a dim green. Scar moved past me, lifting one of his front legs. With a sharp protrusion on his foot, he cut an opening into the barrier.

“It’s a web,” Mary said, and it was obvious she was right. The wall of web shook as he sliced through it, and he held the flap open with his thin hairy front leg, motioning for us to go inside.

I took a hesitant step into the dark room, covered by a humanoid spider web. It was like all my nightmares were coming true. I still felt a detachment from them, like the whole Theos journey was nothing but a game. I had to remind myself it was real. If I died here or, God forbid, Mary or Slate died, we’d be finished. Game over. No respawning, no returning to a saved spot, just gone.

Once Mary and I were inside, Scar came along, leaving a few Raanna outside in the hall to guard the door. I had the feeling what we were about to see was for certain eyes only.

“Raan,” his chirp translated. He crossed the space and tapped the wall. “Eyes off.”

“Eyes off?” Mary asked, unsure of what he meant. He said it again and took something off his face with his human-like hands, revealing his natural eyes. In his palm sat a mask that accommodated his multiple eyes. They couldn’t see in the dark either.

“Goggles. He wants us to take our goggles off.” I did so, feeling slight panic rise in my gut, and couldn’t even see my own hand in front of my face.

“Done,” Mary said to Scar, and he tapped the wall again, using his right front foot. A screen lit up dimly at first, and even that limited amount of light was enough to cause me to squint.

“They have this kind of tech?” I stepped toward it, now seeing a desk built into the wall; keys, controls, and screens all along it. The one screen he turned on showed an icon, much in the shape of a spider’s web before sliding to a green screen with black writing on it. The language was images and symbols, and Scar typed quickly on the console, script flowing onto the screens in commands.

Pictures appeared, one after another, of a lush and gorgeous world. The Raanna were dark-skinned, as opposed to the much more pallid tone they had now. They looked happy as they did things you could see our colony world inhabitants on New Spero doing: till the farmland, socialize, swim in a lake. It was strange to see the spider people in water, but they played, swinging from vines near a waterfall in some of the shots. If I wasn’t already on edge from seeing Scar with this advanced technology, next was a video taken as the volcano began to spew its venom on their world. A series of videos streamed together as more ash fell. Soon the sun was blocked from view, and we saw countless Raanna bodies strewn about the now ash-covered ground. Families wailed in the darkness, the video taken in night vision.

“Dear God,” Mary said, clutching my arm.

When I thought it was going to be over, there was one last video. Multiple fires lined the countryside in the shot. The Raanna filming the scene walked around, capturing the sadness and terror. Sound carried to us from the screen’s built-in speakers, and it was a howl, the same terrifying one from the creature that took Slate. We watched in horror as the pandemonium began.

The camera shots were shaky and panicked, but we got the point. Hundreds of Raanna were ripped apart by something, never more than a black shadow on the screen.

Scar tapped the screen as the screaming of the Raanna mixed with the dark beast’s howl in the universe’s worst orchestral union. It went silent, and I walked toward the still frame. Mary stepped to my side, holding on tight.

“There.” I pointed at the large screen. In the corner of the shot, the black being hovered above a victim, wings spread wide. It could fly.

“A bat?” Mary asked.

“Could be. They are nocturnal. Maybe a moth? Drawn to the flame like a moth,” I said, remembering the old adage. Whatever it was, it sent a shiver down my spine. That screech, those wide black wings. It was a thing from a horror movie, brought to life for us to confront, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

“Is our friend alive?” Mary asked, straight-faced.

“Only kill in frenzy. Hunt bring to nest,” Scar’s string of noises translated.

“When they hunt, picking off the Raanna, it brings them back to its nest. Good to know. Slate might be alive. We have to hurry this up.” I turned my attention to Scar. “We’re going to need your help.”

I saw a glimmer of emotion pass through his multiple eyes as the screen’s frozen frame cast a dull glow against his flat face. “We help.”

“What do you have to make fire?” Mary asked him. Our plan was contingent on a couple of things, and that was one of them.

Scar looked scared but stood firm. “Fire.” The word came out quickly, and even in the robotic tone, I could pick up his hesitation. He turned and spit out a flurry of commands to his people. They started running down halls in preparation. It seemed they’d been in hiding so long, some of them were anxiously ready to help us end their plight. It wasn’t just a rescue mission for our friend, it was the salvation of a race of oppressed beings.

The Atrron flickered to my mind, being forced to stand guard for centuries as they waited for someone worthy of the Theos quest. They’d also been oppressed, just not directly. They’d been manipulated by the ancient race to do their bidding.

Aquleen’s people, the Apop, were forced to land by the Picas the Theos had planted there as part two of the path to their homeland. Now the Raanna were required to live underground, with the constant threat of death if they used any light at all. It was getting worse with each challenge, and even though I was cognizant of the current task at hand, I was trying not to think about the next step.

“Come on, Dean. Let’s get Slate back.”


Seventeen

The Raanna with us were battle-worn, some missing limbs, others with marks on their bodies like Scar. I wanted to end this monster even more after seeing the video of it tormenting their people, and now meeting those who’d stood up to it and lived to tell the tale.

Mary touched the bow she’d been given. “I know it didn’t do much when I tested it earlier, but why else would they give it to us? It has to be our tool to kill the moth.”

We’d gotten to calling it “the moth” instead of another name. The name the Raanna had for it didn’t translate, though I suspected it would be something along the lines of “the devil,” or another variant of the word. We decided to give it less power by naming it after a harmless flittering night insect.

“When the time comes, we’ll kill it. We just need Slate first.” She wanted to separate from me, staying with the distraction we were using to lure it away from its nest. “It’ll be angry when it realizes our trap, and I don’t want you there when it goes ballistic.”

She nodded, her face a light green, maybe paler than it had been before we arrived on this ash-covered world. I wondered how far the cloud of ash spread. Was the entire world under ash? If we traveled to another continent, would we find another group of Raanna being hunted by a different giant moth?

We were moving quietly, the volcano visible now in the distance, even through the thick ash falling from the sky. The ten Raanna with us were keeping pace with us, even though they could move much more quickly than us on our two legs. If they had a hard time escaping the moth, then what chance would humans have?

It was getting hotter as each long minute passed. My jumpsuit was sticking to my chest and back, sweat pouring down my brow. I was thankful for the goggles, as they kept the perspiration from leaking into my eyes.

“What I wouldn’t give for a nice cold beer and a hot shower right now,” I said to Mary.

“I’d even take a hot beer and a cold shower.” Her smile cut through some of my tension, and I grinned back at her.

“At least we’re together. Not quite the first year of marriage I expected. If this is the honeymoon phase, what’s the rest of it going to be like?” I asked.

“Hopefully, much quieter. We can go back to the Shimmali…remember the falls?”

I remembered vividly. It had been the best, most romantic and relaxing time of my life. “I more than remember. When this is over, we’re going back. That’s a promise.”

“I’m going to hold you to that.”

Scar held an arm up and pointed to the left. It would take us around the clearing we’d initially walked through, away from the lava pit. Seeing it now, knowing the moth was nearby, I couldn’t believe we’d emerged there and walked in the open with our lights on. How did it not see us? It must have been sleeping, or maybe it was off looking for other prey.

We cut hard left, walking for what felt like eternity in that direction before gradually heading back toward the far side of the volcano. They knew where they were going, but the longer we waited, the less chance Slate was going to make it.

Zeke Campbell was like a little brother to me. Where Magnus was a tough as nails, boisterous best friend, Slate was a quiet, more contemplative soldier, who had more loyalty than anyone I’d ever met. I wasn’t sure I was owed that loyalty from him, but he still gave it.

I’d forgiven him for killing Mae, and even though that had happened almost two years ago, I still saw the image far too often when I closed my eyes. It wasn’t Slate that I faulted for it now; it was Mae…or Janine. I knew he was riddled with guilt for killing her, especially when he found out her real connection to me. I needed to get to him and assure him once again that he wasn’t to blame.

The ground was slick with ash now, and the smell of sulfur and molten lava was heavy as the air thickened. Scar led us to the side of the volcano, and he stopped at a fissure in the sidewall of the black stone that carried upwards for a hundred feet at a steep incline. He pointed into it. “Here. Nest.”

The crack was just wide enough for one of the Raanna to get through, but they didn’t look in a hurry to do so.

“Are they going to be ready?” Mary’s question translated.

“Yes. Fire soon,” Scar replied, and they turned around, gun-like weapons in hand. They were an advanced race, but they didn’t have space travel or pulse rifles yet. The guns looked like something from the Civil War, just on a larger scale. They didn’t move, which told me they were on guard duty.

“Guess it’s just us, babe,” I said, taking the first step into the crack in the wall. We were on the opposite end of the volcano from where we’d emerged from the one-way Theos transport, and it wasn’t going to be easy winding our way through, trying to find the nest. We’d been shown a crude hand-drawn map by Scar, but it didn’t show elevation changes, or much at all, other than lines with directions for the pathways leading to the open spot near the lava where the moth lived.

“Turn here,” Mary said, her hand pressing lightly on my left shoulder as we walked the tight halls. The good news was that the moth was far too large to fit into these tunnels, so at least we wouldn’t encounter it.

“They should be starting the fire any time.” I waited patiently as we walked, expecting to hear the moth’s screech any moment as it saw the large flames in the distance. We kept moving, but it didn’t sound the alarms. By the time we were almost out of the tunnels, according to our memory of the map we’d seen, we still hadn’t heard a peep coming from the moth.

We needed this plan to work, or we’d have to face it here and now, and going off the cuff wasn’t ideal. The walls were black and smooth, like the worn lava tubes I’d seen in Hawaii on vacation there years ago. They curved more than bent as we meandered through them, coming to an opening eventually. Still no sign of the moth leaving.

“Maybe it went silently,” Mary said in hushed tones, her lips touching my right ear. I stood still, feeling the weight of her body lean against mine. The touch of her hand on my shoulder and her close proximity felt intimate, in juxtaposition to our current predicament. I knew she wasn’t intending it to stir feelings in me, but I suddenly felt overprotective of her and wanted to ask her to hand me the bow. I’d risk myself to leave her unharmed. “What is it? Did you see something?”

“No. Nothing.” My green night vision showed an open room with bright green at the right edge.

“You went rigid for a second,” she said.

“Just worried, that’s all. Look over there,” I said and flipped off the night vision to get a better look. Most of the room was covered in a dense layer of darkness, but on the right, we could make out the orange glow of flowing lava. Breathing was getting harder, and I wished we had our EVAs on, or at least some masks like the ones Slate, Suma, and I had found on that abandoned planet.

“We’re close. Let’s hug the wall.” Mary went ahead of me as we exited the tunnels and moved along into the darkness. I left my goggles turned off as my eyes acclimated to the dim lava glow nearby.

The room we were in acted as a foyer to a couple of other rooms, and as soon as we found the entrance to the next space, this one alongside the molten lava, we instantly knew we were in the nest. Steam rose from the pits, exiting above to the open maw of the volcano. Gurgling noises emanated from the pit of orange, and gases hissed as lava shot forth, turning to ash as it rained down on the land beyond.

As if on cue, we heard something rustle from within. A horrible howl erupted alongside the volcano, and the moth peeled off from its nesting spot on the wall, where we hadn’t even been able to see it. We were lucky it hadn’t seen us, or we could have been attacked before we knew it. The open area beside the lava pit was wide and allowed enough room for the moth to spread its expansive wings and flap. It took off, roaring the whole time, and flew up and out of the volcano’s mouth.

The sight of the creature turned my blood to ice, even in the hot room. Sweat poured off me now, every inch feeling wet. I wiped my palms on my jumpsuit, trying to get my grip on the pulse rifle dry. Mary looked warm as well, but much more composed than I was. She was focused.

“Slate!” she called, but we saw no sign of him. I ran into the moth’s nest, aware there might be more than one moth creature. Scar had sworn there was just one, but after the tricks we’d seen with the Picas, I needed to be sure.

“Slate!” I yelled, searching the room. There were chunks of something on the floor, and after a quick sniff, it had to be rotting meat. I turned my gaze from it, trying to not identify just where the meat had come from. In the far corner, I spotted some white objects hanging from the wall.

As I ran to them, I swore they were cocoons. Were they the moth’s family? Insects ready to emerge as deadly winged beasts?

“Slate!” Mary continued to call. “Dean, Scar swore he’d still be in this nest.”

I glanced back at the carcass on the floor, not ready to admit that part of our friend might be in that pile. Ten yards from me, one of the white hanging cocoons was starting to sway.

“Mary!” I pointed to the swinging, white woven sack. “I think that’s Slate!” I called. The air was getting harder to breathe, each intake burning my lungs more.

She ran to it, and I was right behind her. “Slate!” she called once again, and something pressed against the cocoon from the inside. “We’re going to get you out!” I had Aquleen’s knife strapped to my leg, and I yanked my pants up, slipping it from the restraint.

“Stand back!” I yelled and jabbed the knife into the wall of the webbing. It was sticky and smelled musty as the gunk covered my arm up to the elbow. One of the Raanna scurried into the room, panic evident in its choppy movements. It made a series of noises, and Mary’s translator picked up the meaning. The moth was coming back.

As I reached into the cocoon, finding Slate unconscious inside, the angry call of the huge moth raced down the volcano toward us.

“Get him out!” Mary called, already lining up her Theos-gifted bow. Slate was coming to, groggy and covered in slime from the casing. I wiped his face with a bare hand, then slapped him on the cheek lightly – not enough to hurt him, but hard enough to wake him out of his impeded state.

His legs caught as I pulled him out, and we both toppled over onto the hard black ground, his weight smashing on top of me and taking the air from my lungs. He rolled off and grunted an apology.

“I’m just glad you’re alive.” I took in a deep breath of hot gaseous air, and coughed before getting to my feet.

“Let’s keep him alive. And us too.” Mary had activated the bow. An energy arrow waited, nocked and ready to let loose.

Slate didn’t have a weapon, so I ushered him over to the crevasse we’d come into the room from, where a Raanna helped get him out of the way. “I can help,” he said as he stumbled, almost falling down.

“You can save me next time,” I said and went back into the room, pulse rifle ready to fire at the beast. I went near Mary but kept far enough back to stay out of her crossfire. It was my job to distract it, since we were mostly sure only her weapon could kill it.

The figure came racing down, and I gave my wet hands one more wipe before placing my finger on the trigger. The screeches were getting closer, each beat of my heart ringing in my ears alongside the high-pitched noise.

It appeared, racing down from above headfirst. Right when I thought it might go straight into the lava, it changed trajectories much more quickly than I’d guessed it could and headed straight for us. In the seconds from it turning, to me firing a series of volleys at it, everything slowed. I saw its face, and it was one from a horror movie. Fangs rose from its lower jaw, which jutted forward like a bat mixed with a bulldog.

Tiny black eyes darted between me, the cocoon, and Mary, as if it was deciding the most important thing to deal with first. It chose Mary.

I fired, feeling the metal of the trigger press hard against my index finger as I held it down, red beams lashing out toward the moth. I needed a new name for it, because this was no flittering dusty-winged insect. It was a monster with a fifteen-foot wingspan and an anger issue.

The beams hit their target, but blue energy crackled around it as they struck.

“Damn you, Theos!” I yelled. It had turned, coming toward me for an instant, and Mary let loose an energy arrow from the bow. I watched with bated breath as the arrow flew at the creature barreling down on me. It carried past the monster’s energy shield and clipped a wing, white light blasting the room as it bounced off the appendage.

The moth screamed in anguish and fell to the ground, sliding along the floor with its left wing in front of its face to slow it.

“Shoot it again!” I shouted even as I fired more beams around it, blowing lava rock to shreds around the moth. It scrambled to its feet, towering over us in the cavern. Each breath felt like my last as my chest heaved, and my legs pumped away from the lumbering moth. Large hands at the end of its wings swung toward me, and I kept moving, running in circles in the open area, trying to distract it long enough for Mary’s arrow to find purchase.

The moth’s back straightened as a white light boomed behind it. She’d struck it! The howl of pain that erupted from its horrible mouth was one that would haunt me forever. Warm rotten spittle flew from its lips, finding a home on my face, but I just kept firing near it.

Another scream. This time, Mary fired at its head. The arrows hit, dissipating as their energy spread through the moth. I strafed, moving behind the bellowing beast, and fired at the rocks, directing it toward the lava pit.

Mary was beside me now, nocking another arrow of white light. She let it loose as I fired near its feet. The moth stood screeching as it moved its now mostly limp wings in an effort to stay upright. An arrow hit its hairy chest, and that was it. The moth’s eyes closed, and it tumbled backward toward the open pit of lava.

It lashed out, clawed digits flying through the air at us, but it was too far away. The swing caused it to go off balance, and its feet slipped over the ledge. Gravity took over. Soon all we saw were its thick-nailed fingers digging into the lava rock, gouging deep cuts as it moved further down the opening.

I walked forward, ready to end this. Mary held her bow up, another light arrow nocked. She took aim for its head, which was now flailing around in anger. Smoke and ash carried up, the heat threatening to overwhelm me. Mary let the arrow loose, and it struck the moth in between its beady eyes. White light coursed through the creature, and its hands went limp. I took one more step, watching as it started to fall.

“Dean, look out!” Mary called, but it was too late. A clawed hand snapped up so quickly, I never had a chance to move away. The ground was no longer under my feet, and I was falling.


Eighteen

There are times where it takes the brain longer to register something than the body does. This was one of those times. My hands reached out, reacting when my mind was still confused. I gripped the rock ledge, looking down as the moth fell fifty feet to the lava pit. It was still glowing with white light, and as soon as it hit, the volcano shook, jostling my already weak handhold. Soon there was nothing but the moth’s extended wing sticking out of the lava, then nothing. It was submerged.

Mary was there, trying to grab my arm, but everything was too sweaty, too slippery. The volcano shook again, and I could feel each individual finger slip. Slate was there now, and Scar. But I had already fallen.

I knew the lava would come soon, and I watched my wife’s eyes go wide in horror. In those last moments, I tried to tell her I loved her, but the words came out in thick coughs.

I closed my eyes, ready for the inevitable, but it didn’t happen. Something wrapped around my waist and snapped firm, holding me twenty yards over the bubbling lava. The volcano was angry now. Some lava splashed and nearly landed on my jumpsuit. I could feel myself beginning to burn.

Before I knew what had happened, I was being lifted in the air, away from the gurgling pit. For the first time, I looked to my waist, seeing a thick web of material swathed around me. I was face-down as I was pulled up, and could see changes in the lava. It was hardening as the white light from the arrows spread through it.

Thick arms grabbed me and dragged me over the ledge until I was lying on my back, staring up at Scar, Slate, and Mary.

“Oh, Dean. I thought I’d lost you.” Tears fell down Mary’s ash-covered face, spilling in straight lines.

“What happened?”

“Scar shot some webbing out of his…” Slate stopped short, smiling. “I think you get the point.”

“Thank you, Scar,” I said, and when it translated, he warned us we must leave.

The volcano was changing, the lava going hard. But the whole area felt volatile, and that meant we needed to make a quick exit. Now that I was on my feet, we made for the crack in the nest’s wall and left the way we came. Dust and ash fell on us, and I blinked, seeing the horror of the moth’s face as it was dying.

“Wait! Each world had a prize. A seed…” Mary ducked as a chunk of rock fell. Slate and I were on the opposite side of the cave-in from Mary and Scar: them on the outside and us inside.

“It has to be inside the nest,” Slate said, already turning back.

“It’s too dangerous; this place is falling apart!” Mary called.

“We’ll be back. Get outside!” I called as the tunnel shook again. Scar shot webbing out of his body and handed me a line of sinewy rope. I looped it up and swung it around my shoulder.

Slate was running blindly in the dark, and I followed, with a last look back at Mary’s worried eyes. “Get outside!” I shouted one last time, and then they were moving. “Slate, get behind me,” I said, and he let me pass him, then set a hand on my left shoulder as we went back to the nest. The smell was less invasive now that the lava was drying up. The room actually had some light peeking in from above the volcano’s vent, and I removed my goggles.

“Where would it be?” Slate asked, rummaging through the space. There were chunks of bodies under piles of ash, and I wrinkled my nose as I stepped near them.

“Hopefully not under this.” My foot kicked out, hitting the mess with a splat. The shaking slowed, and ash no longer floated down on us as more light poured into the room from outside. “The ash cloud must be dissipating.”

“Good.” Slate was in the corner, looking at the cocoon he’d been stuck inside. He ripped it down, tossing the sticky case onto the ground. Behind it was a smaller cocoon, hanging closer to the ceiling. “We can’t reach it.”

I pictured getting on Slate’s shoulders, like a kid on his father’s back at a summer parade. It wasn’t a good idea for my wobbly-footed friend to be hauling me around like that.

“The rope,” I said, unslinging it from my arm. Slate found a bone on the ground and picked it up with a grimace. I wrapped the rope end around it, tying it tight. Small rocks were still falling from the ceiling and walls. “Let’s hope this works.”

I felt the Relocator in my pocket and chided myself for not even thinking about it earlier. It was set for the area just outside the volcano, from when we’d first arrived on this world.

Slate took the rope, and with surprising skill, swung it in small circles and let the bone-weighted end loose. It arced for the sac and nearly wrapped around it before slipping off and clattering to the ground. He did this again a few more times, with no success. He was pale, and he needed to lean against the wall in between throws. He’d been in the cocoon too long, and his lack of sleep was dangerously apparent.

“Do you want me to try?” I asked. As if some competitive nature in him took over, his next throw cinched around the top of the white sac, and he gave a light grin as he tugged down. The cocoon broke free from its mount on the rocky ceiling and hit the ground with a thud.

Something wriggled inside it.

“Go ahead, boss,” Slate said, motioning me toward it.

“What the hell is inside it? It’s too small…” Then it hit me. What went into cocoons? Caterpillars or larvae. I passed Slate my pulse rifle. “Get ready to blast this thing.”

I ripped the outer layer back. The same white sticky stuff that had covered Slate was inside, but the smell was far worse, like it had been there for a long time. A three-foot-long, multi-legged larva writhed inside, and there I saw it. This thing was going to become another moth, and a purple light shone from inside its opaque skin.

“Sorry, guy,” Slate said as the butt end of the pulse rifle came down. “We can’t have more moth baddies hurting our new friends.” The sickening noise of the bug dying now over, I found a sharp rock beside me, turned my head, and cut the seed out. It glowed dimly as my hand wrapped around it.

“This may be one of the grossest things we’ve had to do,” I said before thinking about all the dying Kraski on their mother ship as the Kalentrek ended their race with efficiency. I added “cutting open a giant larva and pulling out a glowing stone seed” to the list, but it was further down than I would have initially thought.

The seed hummed in my hand, and I didn’t know where to put it. Crossing the room to the lava pit, I peered over the ledge, only to see a clawed hand sticking out of the dried lava below. There was no scientific way molten lava could turn so quickly, especially without a large temperature change, unless it was just the surface layer affected. I had a feeling it wasn’t.

“There’s nothing left for us here. Let’s go.” I set my hand on Slate’s arm, sticking the seed into my pocket. With my free hand, I got the Relocator and tapped the icon.

____________

The system’s star shone down, an evident warmth that wasn’t there before. The Raanna strolled around happily, finally rid of their multi-eyed night goggles. They were already working at reclaiming their partially destroyed city, and we saw more evidence of an advanced society as their hidden-away vehicles and soldering irons came out of storage. Their city was made up of short buildings, but its expanse was far greater than I would have expected. Agriculture was a huge part of their lives, and it was exciting to learn they had scientists, doctors, and teachers. There was far more to them than their likeness to the small spiders of Earth.

The volcano in the distance was shrinking as the outer walls were crumbling in. Soon there would be nothing but a pile of black rock to mark the area where the moth nest had been, and that chapter would be over and done with for the spider people.

Scar stood beside me, staring at the same thing as I was. He grinned, a strange look on his alien face. “Appreciation,” the translation said.

“You’re welcome.”

Mary approached, looking much more rested after a good night’s sleep. The Raanna had taken us in, supplied some fungi and water, and given us places to rest. It was much needed, and I felt like a new man.

“I think we know where to go with the seed. They have a place of shame, the one where they first found this moth. It was in a glowing cocoon, and they kept watch over it, making sure no harm came to the miracle-sized casing.” Mary waved over Slate, who was helping a Raanna clear debris from the front entrance of a still-standing building. “There were symbols on the walls of the cave, but none of them have been back since it turned on them, and the volcano started to cover their world with an ash cloud of darkness.”

Slate had recovered well, and he looked full of energy once again. “Where is it?”

“They’ll show us whenever we like.”

I turned around, happy to see the Raanna able to start again. My anger at the Theos was reignited. They’d played with far too many lives, and I didn’t think any excuse would make up for that. I wanted to find them, now more than ever. They were going to get a piece of my mind, whether they cared to hear it or not.

“I’d like to learn more about them,” I said, and Slate was already off to help move a fallen tree with a couple of Raanna.

It must have taken every ounce of Mary’s composure to mask her exasperation. I could see it in her face. She wanted to leave. “We’re so close.” She kept her voice down and for my ears only. “We only have two more…” She paused, searching for the right word for it. “Challenges.” Her phrase was friendlier than mine would have been at that moment.

I could tell I wasn’t going to win this one. “Scar, it was a pleasure meeting you.” I waited while the strange language passed through the translator and he listened intently. “I’ll try to come back if I can.”

His mouth tightened, and I wasn’t sure if that meant he hoped this was the last he’d see of us or the opposite. “Heroes. Appreciation.” He slapped me lightly on the back with his right hand and smiled once again.

“We’re ready to see the hatching place,” Mary said, and Scar’s smile faded in an instant. He barked out a few orders, and then we were ready to go.

A solar-powered vehicle approached, looking worse for wear, and I realized most of their technology relied on the sun. No wonder they were living like cavemen underground. They couldn’t power anything. It was a wide unit, with the steering at the rear, and a flat-railed deck like a boat that we all climbed onto.

Massive wheels rolled along the ash-covered ground. I wondered how long it would take for the landscape to change. Maybe with the sun and no ash cloud, normal weather could return, along with rain to wash away the memory of their time in the dark. For the Raanna’s sake, I hoped so.

Mary stood at the bow of the deck, the wind blowing her hair in a flurry of brown locks. I walked up behind her, careful to stay on my feet as the vehicle moved at a modest speed. A small mountain range lingered in the distant horizon; our target, Scar had said. She spoke, not turning back to look at me. “I love you, Dean.”

“I love you too.” I wrapped my arms around her. “Sorry for the smell. I was elbow deep in some larvae, and apparently, it sticks with you.”

“That’s the least of my concerns.” She didn’t expand on her thoughts, and I didn’t ask. I just stood with her in my arms, watching as thin white clouds raced across the bright sky.

We rode like that for over half an hour, the mountain range growing larger with each passing minute. Eventually, we came to a rigid stop, and I had to hold on to the rail to keep from upending myself as the Raanna stepped forcefully on the brakes. It had been a while since any of them had driven.

Slate had been lying on a bench, where he was still recovering from his time spent in the grasp of the moth. The three of us exited the flat vehicle by way of the steps down on the aft side of the deck.

“Scar, are you coming?” Mary asked when the Raanna didn’t move forward with us.

“Stay. Cursed.” He handed me a map scrawled out on a gray piece of paper. “Here.” His finger pointed to a large X on the crude map.

“Thank you for all your help,” I said, looking up to the alien. His scars seemed even heavier in the bright daylight.

“Appreciate,” he said one last time, and the vehicle backed up. The three of us stood and watched as they left us alone on their remote world, at the hatching place of the moth that had nearly destroyed their lives.

“I guess we’re on our own.” Slate hefted a pack in one hand and his pulse rifle in the other. Mary still carried her bow, and when I offered to take the bag from Slate, he ignored me.

The map took us around a hill and into a valley between a couple of the mountains. They were still covered in ash, and the desolate landscape was depressing to see. We followed the map into the center of the valley, where the X was marked. An entrance into a cliff face opened on our left as we neared it.

“It’s always a cave, or a cavern, or a pit with these guys,” I said.

“They do have a style,” Mary said. The opening was manufactured, cut in parallel lines with an arch at the top. We entered it, the seed from inside the moth larva in my hand now. It was warm to the touch, and I knew its home was nearby.

We were done with three legs of the hunt; the final stretch was before us. As soon as I stepped into the cave, I felt the familiar presence the Theos left behind. After being visited by the shadow man a few times, my senses were now picking up the Theos essence. I wondered if the others felt it too, but judging by the blank looks on their faces, they didn't. Was I their fabled True? Would I discover them and be able to assist in saving the universe from this mystical Unwinding we knew next to nothing about?

“Over there,” Mary said, pointing to a corner where a cocoon-shaped stone sat carved into the rock wall. A divot was cut into the front center of the stone, the perfect indent to place the palm-sized oval seed into.

Without any further delay, I set it into the cocoon rock and waited for the show. Black mist emerged as expected from the stone; their theatrics were getting a little old. Mary still held a look of awe and interest, while Slate just wore a deep frown. I think he was sick of it all, like I was.

The mist took the form of the shadow man after a brief pause as the Theos symbol.

“You have completed your task,” the familiar voice said once again. This time, I decided to not bother arguing with a program and waited for it to speak again. “Welcome to your fourth challenge. Put on the suits before proceeding.”

“What suits?” Mary asked, looking around the empty, musty cave. There were no hiding spots visible to our eyes.

A rectangular stone drawer opened out of the wall beneath the carved cocoon. Inside were three suits.

“How do they know how many of us there were going to be?” Slate asked, talking to us, not the Theos shadow. He was the one who answered anyway.

“There are three because you are three. If you were one, there would be one.”

Apparently, none of us were up to the task of questioning that logic, so we instead grabbed the folded EVAs and pulled them out. They were thin: thinner than the ones we’d started the trek with. Masks, much like what we’d used underwater, were on top of each suit, but these would cover the whole head in the clear, malleable substance.

“Where are we going this time? Space?” I chuckled and didn’t get an answer.

“Connect the three. Land below. The Final will be upon you.”

“What three?” I asked, hoping to glean any additional information.

We didn’t get any. The mist faded, swirling this time into a vortex an armspan wide. Beyond was blackness with pinpricks of light. Stars, maybe.

“No time like the present,” Slate said, grabbing one of the suits from the pile before us. It was too big, but it fitted to him by itself, another technology that made knowing your size a thing of the past. Mary began to step into one as well, and I joined them, feeling the legs cinch up before I had the clasps closed.

“Make sure your earpiece and mic are in first,” I said, plugging mine into my left ear. Slate fumbled with his, getting it in before he threw the last piece of his suit on: the mask.

It conformed to his face; a layer of a thin clear plastic substance molded itself to fit his head. There were still no signs of oxygen tanks, but I trusted their technology. It worked underwater; I knew these would function in the vacuum of space. The Theos wouldn’t bring us this far only to let us die.

Mary finished getting her suit on, and the three of us stood at the gaping hole in the room. Mary’s bow was slung over her shoulder, and Slate and I had the pulse rifles on our backs. Slate held the pack with our few remaining objects. My Relocator still sat in my new EVA pocket.

“What do you think he meant by ‘Find the three. Land below’?” Mary asked while staring into the opening in space. It felt out of place in a cave, like we were in a dream.

“Same old cryptic Theos. Who knows?” I answered.

“Do we just go? This one feels different,” Slate said, his right hand stretching forward toward the vortex before us.

He was right. The other seeds had each acted in some dramatic way. The massive steel tree on Atrron, Aquleen’s healing, and now, comparatively, an anticlimactic rift in space.

“It does feel different. The sooner we go, the sooner we go back home.” I stepped forward first. I could feel a tugging on my body as I stood a few feet shy of the opening. I turned, giving Mary a quick smile, and lifted a leg, walking into the vortex. It was time for our fourth challenge.


Nineteen

They were gone, nowhere to be seen.

“Mary? Slate?” My earpiece returned silence. Where did it send them? They’d been right behind me.

Where was I, for that matter? I’d been so worried about the other two not being there, I’d been blind to my surroundings. I was inside a room. The walls were cold and metallic: silver with a blue line running around the room at waist height. I floated, lightly, two feet from the ground. I was either on a planet without gravity or I was in space.

“Mary?” I asked again, and I swore I heard the slightest feedback before it went silent again. I was torn between investigating where I was and staying put, hoping the others would arrive soon. I decided to wait five more minutes and explored the room in the meantime. It was empty, at least twenty feet high and thirty feet wide and long. I waved my arms, moving slightly until I could touch the roof. I ran a gloved hand along the metal and pushed off, down toward the side of the space, to where a door sat nestled into the wall.

When no one arrived, and I was sure there was nothing to be found in the cold room, I searched for the door access. A tablet came to life as I tapped it, and with the touch of a button, the door slid open. I tried to tell myself it was a good guess, considering the text was in an unknown language, but since there’d only been two options, I couldn’t give myself too much credit.

Feeling stupid for not thinking of it sooner, I pulled my pulse rifle from my back and held it firmly. The feel of the ridges pressing against my palm calmed me. It made me feel better about being alone on a creepy empty ship, or station, or wherever I’d found myself.

The door made more noise than I expected, sounding like a rushing train on a warm summer morning: the kind that would run behind our home on Sundays before the sun rose, startling the roosters into a cockadoodling frenzy far before their real alarm clock went off.

I pulled myself through the doorway, noticing that the lines of blue continued to run along the walls and down the narrow hallway. I scanned ahead, seeing what appeared to be a window halfway down. I didn’t see any doors, which meant less chance of an ambush. I’d just have to watch the end of the hall, not behind me where a room stood empty.

Feeling better, I used my left hand to push off the side of the wall, and my right foot to steady me on the other. The hallway was only four feet wide, and this allowed me to bounce down the corridor without hitting the ground or the ceiling.

The window was coming up on my right, and I stopped pushing off, letting myself float slowly toward the viewport. It had a lip of a ledge, and I used my fingers to grab at it, stopping completely. The view was overwhelming. Gigantic rocks hung in the distance, while pieces of large space vessels were scattered between them. We were in orbit of a world that looked like nothing but blue-green water from this vantage point. A hazy yellow star hung way back, like a tennis ball about to be served, giving bright light over the whole image. It was beautiful.

I appeared to be in a long corridor, one likely used in a space station in orbit above a planet. A planet with nothing but water. A world like this would be highly valuable. I thought about my bargain with the Bhlat and wondered if I’d be able to find this world’s coordinates after it was all done. Water would solve their issues for decades to come, maybe forever.

It would have to go through the Gatekeepers first. We’d have to ensure there was no intelligent life, and that was a sticking point for many of us. To Mary, all life was important. To CR-3 from PPSD1, a world of half-synthetic androids, the term meant a very different thing.

Where were Mary and Slate? I wanted to share this moment with Mary by my side. Determined to get moving and find them, I cast myself off again, floating faster down the way until I found the door at the other end.

I used the tablet beside the door and was greeted with another loud slide of a long-unused metal slab. I found myself on the left side of a huge room, small ships lining the floor in straight lines that would please even the most severe OCD sufferer.

I pushed over to one of the ships and was surprised by the small size of it. They were made to be personal vessels – that much was clear – but for whom? They were pointed at the front, like leaned-over elongated pyramids. I moved to the back of the ship, seeing inset thrusters there, larger than my head. Four of them sat on the base, one on each corner.

The ships were black, and I could picture the whole fleet out there in space, hiding in the dark backdrop beyond. There were row upon row of them, and with a quick count, I estimated there were two hundred in the room. It was impressive.

I wanted to know what happened. Were they wiped out by a runaway asteroid? Wouldn’t it have hit the planet too? Or maybe massive chunks of rock did hit the world below, sending it into a cataclysmic state, which in turn caused it to be overrun with oceans. Mary always knew more about that kind of thing, and I couldn’t wait to pick her brain about it.

What had the Theos said? Connect the three. If I had to guess, which apparently I did, that meant we each needed to get something. They’d separated us so we could each get something, bring them together, and take them to the world we were currently orbiting. Land below.

That had to be it! It comforted me to know they were likely somewhere similar to me, contemplating the same problem at that moment. Mary was probably already solving it, and Slate was, without a doubt, seeing if he could fit into one of those ships. If he could, it would be a funny sight.

It became a challenge now, a race amongst friends. I would find my piece of…whatever I was supposed to find and be there waiting for the other two.

With newfound energy, I searched the huge hangar. First, I headed for the left front corner, where the walls met at a ninety-degree angle. I walked the perimeter, hoping to see anything out of the ordinary. Unfortunately, it was all out of the ordinary.

The room was well lit: an energy source still powered the orbiting station. If I had to guess, it was solar-powered, since the star in the distance was giving a lot of rays toward the floating debris around the station inside.

My slow methodical paces took me to the far corner of the room now, and I turned, heading toward another large doorway on this end of the hangar. Initially, I thought this must be where the ships exited, but with a crane of my neck, I looked upward, seeing large lines in the ceiling. It would slide or split open, allowing the pyramid ships to rise and depart.

This door would lead somewhere else on the station. Before I opened it, I wanted to scan the rest of this room. I passed the doorway, letting it be, and continued my circle of the room. A computer screen sat integrated into the wall as I walked along, and I stopped, turning to it.

With a tap of my finger, it came to life. Strange lettering cascaded onto the screen with some flourish. With the program running, I tried to make some sense of it. I had nothing with me to translate it, but like many alien programs I’d seen, they used small icons beside some of the options.

An image that could only be one of the pyramid ships was on the bottom left, with lettering beside it. I tapped it, and the room shook lightly with a constant vibration.

“Dean, stop being careless,” I chided myself out loud.

A loud noise started from above, and I looked up to see the large ceiling panels slide apart, like massive pocket doors. The darkness of space hung above, and I spotted a flicker of blue energy between the roof and space. At least there was something preventing me and all the contents of this station from being sucked into space.

I tapped it closed and waited with more than a little anxiety as the doors sealed. The last thing I wanted to do was trust the forcefield of a busted-up alien station. Not wanting to activate anything else, like a self-destruct, I left the comp screen alone and moved back toward the doorway I hadn’t explored yet.

With a tap, I had access to the next room, which was much smaller than the one I was coming from. It looked like an office, with four work stations; three doors lined the edges of the area. I set to looking at the desks. Their screens showed various programs, but the one with a 3D map caught my interest. On it, I could see the planet we were orbiting and the two moons around it, as well as a large space station. The same yellow star was further out, with two other planets nearer than this one in various stages of their elliptical orbit. One appeared to be nearing its perihelion and looked closer than I’d want to be to a star.

Most days, I could close my eyes and my memory of floating near Earth’s sun, trying to save the suicidal vessels full of humans, would flash in my mind. It wasn’t a moment I liked to dwell on, but there it came, flooding back to me like it was happening. I felt the heat of the sun and the tug of the tethered rope. I closed my eyes tightly, and when I opened them, the moment had passed. All I saw was the map once again.

Three things interested me. One, that there were no asteroid chunks on this map. That meant it was being looked at before the damage was done. Two, the planet showed lines and texture, unlike the waterlogged world we currently had nearby. There was no sign of a space station on this map, which I found intriguing as well.

I sat down at the hard metal bench. Whoever had designed the workspaces was more about function than comfort. There were a few options on the two-foot-wide screen that was built into the desk space. Eventually, after a little trial and error, the map system started loading an updated version. First, lines appeared, dancing across the screen as the sensors identified the objects nearby.

Within a few minutes, the lines were filling in with realistic images, even though some of the color appeared wrong to me. The rocks had been lighter gray when I saw them out the window in the corridor twenty minutes earlier, but these were dark.

I was shocked to see both moons were gone. I’d assumed they were being blocked by the limited view I’d had. That explained more. Something came and destroyed their moons; chunks inevitably would have rained down on the planet below, and a combination of tsunami and tides being altered ended up in a water world.

“Who did this to you?” I asked no one in particular. Was this another sick game by the Theos, or did they set it up to look like the scene I’d just played out in my head? Was any of this real? Either way, I still had the same objective. Finish the task and get home. That was all I wanted. I wanted to be in my house on New Spero, with Maggie licking my face as morning broke. Mary and I had talked about a family, and when this was over, I was going to broach the subject. She’d been so distracted, exploring worlds as a Gatekeeper over the past year, that I wasn’t sure she’d mentioned having kids more than once. We’d both been distracted, and now with the Theos conundrum, we were digging ourselves deeper into the universe. The deeper we dug, the harder it would be to get out of the hole.

I zoomed on the map, finding the station I was inside. It looked to be one of the smaller chunks, still intact. Slate and Mary could be in any of the others, maybe even together. Maybe the initial Theos plan had been to send us to three corners of the same station, but now that they were busted up, things had changed.

Connect the three. What did it mean? Connect what? I looked over the map more, zooming in and out of the station debris. Then it made sense. Amongst the waste, three sections of the station were very similar. From an aesthetic point of view, the station would have many parts that made it symmetrical, but I’d originally assumed it was a circle. The design was the most functional for the sake of gravity and for long-term sustainability in space.

The Theos would have no need of that. They were so far advanced, they could choose any shape they wanted. In this case, they chose the symbol for their homeworld. Now that I saw the three pieces, I couldn’t unsee them. Stacked together, they would form the symbol, with three horizontal lines connected in the middle. I was in either the top piece or the bottom, depending on perspective. The other two were close by, and that was where I’d find Mary and Slate.

The question became: how could we connect the three?


Twenty

With the objective clear in my head, it was time to figure out how to accomplish their challenge. We had three sections of the station; presumably each of us were currently on one of them. Looking at the map, I mentally assigned Mary to the section nearest me, and Slate to the middle piece on the other side of some large hunks of moon.

I needed to get in contact with them. I checked the other workstations and was sure there was a communication link between the sections, but I couldn’t figure out how to use them.

“Mary. Slate. Come in.” Static. “If you can hear me, I think I know what we have to do. We’re each inside a section of a space station. We need to connect them. The end result is a station in the shape of the Theos symbol.” There was no reply. I’d have to find another way to get the message through.

I tried the left door first. As expected, it was nothing more than a small room with more computer screens. I already knew the layout of the portion of the station I was in because of the 3D map I’d seen. The hangar was the middle piece of the symbol, with the corridors making up the symmetrical length. It was like a squat letter T. I headed for the hallway door and found a corridor much like the one on the opposite end of the hangar.

I floated through it, pushing myself along the walls as I had before, and made good time down the long stretch. I paused midway as the window approached, this one aiming in the reverse direction of the first. I got a much different view from there, the planet and star no longer in my sight lines. Now I saw the other pieces of the station, and I squinted, looking for a window on one of them.

The closer of the two would act as the middle, and I did see a tiny square window much like the one I was peering out of. Was that someone moving past it? I silently hoped it was Mary. The thought that I might have just seen her float by the viewport filled me with a needed burst of adrenaline.

I willed her to go back, to see me there waving, but she didn’t. Around the station sections were more moon-rock pieces. Some were immense; others were small pebble-like stones in clusters. Light radiated from the star beyond, casting shadows on them. I kept moving.

The end of the corridor found me soon, and I tapped the door open. Catching a glimpse of what was beyond had me waving my arms in panic, trying to get clear in a hurry. My heart pounded hard as I saw space on the other side of the room. The wall was ripped clean off. It didn’t pull me, and my fear subsided as I realized the same forcefield covered the tear in the station.

Hesitantly, I gripped the doorframe, tugging my body slowly into the room. It mirrored the room I’d arrived in, except this one was missing the entire wall at the end of it. Ragged edges jutted out of the existing walls, evidence of the destruction the moons had caused when they were demolished. I tried to calm my racing heart, but seeing open space a mere few feet away was terrifying. No matter how much I’d been through, floating around in space still caused me to panic.

There was a tablet on the wall, mounted on a bracket. I floated over to it, and it turned on before I touched it.

“That’s interesting,” I said to myself, more to fight the feeling of being alone on the derelict station than anything. “If it turns on by itself, that’s by design. It wants you to see it.” I grabbed it, sliding it from its perch on the wall.

“Dea...wher...stati...theo…” A series of words cut in and out of my earpiece, startling me. I dropped the tablet, but instead of falling to the ground, it floated beside me.

“Mary!” I called back. “We have to join the pieces. We’re each in one of the three. We need to drag them together.” I prayed she’d hear me, but there was no reply. I kept talking for a few minutes, then waited another five for an answer, but the connection was lost.

Focusing my attention back on the task at hand, I looked at the tablet. The symbol for the Theos appeared on it, glowing blue. If I hadn’t found the hint at the map station, this was the failsafe clue.

The image swirled, melting into a finished picture of what the station looked like intact. My guess had to be right. There was only one way to accomplish this, and I was going to test my theory. I held on to the tablet and raced back down the long corridor, casting my glance toward the other section, where either Mary or Slate was trapped right now. It flew by in a blur as I kept pushing myself, floating quickly toward the hangar.

Soon I was back inside the large, open ship-lined storage box, looking for supplies. I hadn’t walked in the center of the room, and that was where I spotted what I needed. The mechanics area sat there, right in the middle of the action. From here, a mechanic could get to any corner of the room in a matter of seconds if they hustled. Spare parts lined shelving units and, as I hoped, there was a tow rope coiled up on a hook beside a desk.

I tested the dexterity of the line, unsure of the material, and found it oddly familiar to the ones we’d attached to the Kraski vessels after the Event. It turned out to be three lines, and after unwinding them, I measured them to be about a hundred yards each. They’d have to work. Now the test became attaching them to my station. I didn’t relish the idea of going for a space walk, but I knew I needed to. My pulse sped up at the thought, and beads of sweat dripped down my face, fogging the clear mask momentarily before the built-in filtration released some cool oxygen, dissipating the condensation. I could do this.

First, I needed to get off the station. From my point of view, there were two places to do that: from the far room where I’d just found the tablet, and from the hatch above, where the fleet would be able to exit the station. The blue energy field had to be a containment field. It would keep the deadly vacuum of space out but allow an object to travel through it.

The ropes had clamps on them and would let me connect to a hook or handhold outside. Without overthinking it, I strapped one of them around my waist and carried the other two on my shoulder. I wound my way across the room, between dozens of pyramid ships, and made it back to the computer screen, where I knew I could open the hatch to space. With a few taps, the room was vibrating again as the large slabs slid open, revealing open space.

Grabbing a nearby shelf, I pulled myself to the ground so my feet touched down on the metallic floor. For a mechanic’s shop, the area was spotless, and I wondered again if this place was ever used, or was just a testing facility for the Theos.

Bending my knees, I lowered myself and pushed with all my strength, floating up toward the ceiling. I stretched my arms out, realizing my aim was off just enough to set my mind into a panic. If I missed my target, I’d fly out of the station, with no way to stop once I crossed the barrier into space.

My arms flailed as I attempted to adjust my trajectory. Even though I was moving slowly enough to see it all coming, it was almost worse because I had more time to think about the outcome if I missed catching the edge. As the barrier neared, I flopped my body, my back now facing the ground and my fingers stretched to their limit.

My grasping hands hit the edge, seeking something to grab on to. The momentum caused my legs to swing out through the energy field, but I had a firm hold, so my body bent at the waist. My breath came fast and ragged as I struggled to keep a grip; the energy of the containment field sent a constant light jolt over my lower half. My legs twitched as I struggled to pull them back into the station, but after a stressful moment, I was able to calm down.

I moved away from the energy field, looking for a spot to attach my rope. I quickly found a manual handle lever for the bay doors, and I clamped an end to it, tugging it to make sure the connection was solid. After triple-checking it was firmly clasped to my suit, I moved back toward the exit, craning my neck to see the closest station piece, which would play the middle of the station once all three were connected.

I couldn’t tell how far away it was, but it seemed much farther than I could reach with these paltry ropes, even if I could get my trajectory right. I was confident I could find a spot to attach one to, but the trick was going to be arranging them so that I could grab them using a pyramid ship.

“Worry about that afterwards,” I said to myself.

I ensured my pulse rifle was firmly secured and shook my head back and forth, giving my brain a quick reset. I could do this. I wasn’t afraid of being in space. I’d be back home soon, and all of this would be behind us.

Not entirely convinced, I took a deep breath, exhaling through the strange Theos-designed filter mask, and pulled out through the containment field, the energy tingling through my body as I entered it.

I was out of the station. The EVA had a built-in temperature adjuster, and I didn’t even notice the cold, nor had I when I’d been inside. I hoped they also had radiation protection. For all I knew, I was being blasted with some serious rads.

Pushing the concern to the back of my mind, I focused. When my foot touched the outer metal wall of the station, it pulled down, sticking to the surface. This was new.

“A built-in magboot. That’s cool.” I stepped down with the other foot, and it pulled toward the flat veneer. With a little effort, I lifted my left leg up, breaking the tension seal, and stepped forward. I repeated it, like a toddler first learning to walk. Soon I had a system, and I was walking along the outside of the station, a man on a mission.

The hangar went on for a way, and when I made it to the edge, I decided that would be far enough to attach one of the ropes. Before I went any further, I took a moment to look around. From my vantage point, the water planet beyond was staring straight at me. It was mesmerizing to watch as immense soft white clouds swirled in a dance.

With a tilt of my head, I scanned over to the station piece nearest me and swore I could see someone in the window of the closest section’s corridor. From this distance, there was no way to see anything more than a dark outline.

“Mary. Slate. Come in.” I had to give it a chance.

“Dean?” A feminine reply came through crystal-clear.

“Mary? Oh, thank God.” My whole body tensed up in excitement at hearing my wife’s voice.

“Where are you?” she asked, her voice choking up instantly. I could picture her eyes welling up and her chin quivering just slightly, like it always did when she was caught off-guard with emotion.

“I’m outside.”

“Outside? Are you on the planet?” she asked, the first word a shout.

“No. I’m walking on this hunk of busted-up space station. I’m on the one farthest from the star. Which one are you on?”

A pause. My stomach dropped, thinking I’d lost the connection. Just as I was about to repeat my question, she answered, “I’m in the middle. I think I can see you!” The excitement was back in her voice.

“Do you know what it is we’re doing?” I asked, hoping she’d figured it out.

“Making the station whole again?” She asked it like a question that didn't need to be answered. “Just how are you thinking of doing that?”

“You first,” I said, curious to hear her plan.

“I was going to wait for Slate to figure it out and do it for us,” she said, and I laughed. It felt like a while since I’d smiled like that, and my cheeks hurt.

“Good plan.” I could see her now in the corridor window, and she waved at me. I waved back, a tiny stick man waving a stick arm.

“Seriously, though? I was going to get into a ship and try to find you. What was your plan?”

“I’m out here attaching some heavy-duty tow ropes so I can latch on to it with a modified ship, and then I was going to drag it over to your section. From there, we’ll have to set it in place. At this angle, I can see how they would fit together.”

The corners of the hangar section stuck out in a V shape, and the whole square had a lip a yard tall. I got this view as I leaned forward, looking around the side of the space I was standing on. They couldn’t connect where the hangar doors opened, and to match the Theos symbol was only one way to connect. I realized it wouldn’t matter who was the top and who was the bottom. Their symbol could be flipped, and it would still look the same.

“I love it. Do you know how to fly one of them yet?” she asked.

I laughed again. “I’ve been a little too busy to learn. Let me guess, you’re self-taught?”

“Best damned pilot in the system. Or maybe the tablet with the clues on it had a training video.”

“You have to be kidding me. I didn’t get that far.” I’d been so preoccupied with getting here, I hadn’t taken the time to see if the tablet held any other secrets. Evidently, it did.

“Why can’t we talk with Slate?”

“I’m thinking there’s a block when two of us are inside, or maybe he’s too far away. I really can’t tell you for sure,” I replied.

“Should I get outside and try to reach him?”

I pondered it for a moment. “I’ll set up the ropes, then we can decide.” With one rope clamped down, I made the slow walk around the perimeter, making sure to keep one foot magnetically locked onto the metal station’s outer shell.

“Dean,” Mary said with a lingering question that didn’t come.

“Yes?” I attached the clasp at the end of the rope to the other corner. I now had a loop I could catch. It reminded me of the wire on the back of a cheap painting. I just needed to attach the nail to the bottom of the small pyramid ship, if necessary.

“Are we going to get through this okay?” Her energy sounded wilted. The wide-eyed, excited Mary at the start of this quest was giving way to the exhausted, upset Mary. I was right beside her in that feeling.

“I think so. Look how far we’ve come in…what? Two days?” I honestly had no idea how long we’d been gone from New Spero.

“This place. The isolation…it had me thinking. I couldn’t live without you. At first, not being able to contact you…”

“I know, babe. We’re in this together. All of it. Not just this crazy mission, but life.” I stood still, watching the station Mary was floating inside, wishing I was there with her to hold her, to kiss her neck and smooth her hair while her breath caressed my cheek.

“I’m sorry I dragged you into this. I don’t know what came over me. I got so excited, but right now, I just want to be home. At our farmhouse outside Terran One, not Earth. I miss it.”

Mary typically wasn’t so open about her feelings. I knew she loved me, but no one would ever call her sappy. “I do too. We’ll be home soon, then we can relax. I know we keep saying it, but I mean it this time. We can tell Sarlun and the Gatekeepers we need a break.”

“What about the Unwinding?”

“What about it? When did that message even come from? A thousand years ago? Longer?” I made my way back toward the containment field.

“Maybe it explains the outer reaches you saw emptied. The world where you and Slate met Suma could have evacuated because of this Unwinding.”

“They could have left for any number of reasons. Speculating won’t help us get home. I’m heading back inside. Can you help me fly one of these things?” I used my first rope and pulled on it, through the energy field one more time and into the station.

“I can. Then you can pull that hunk of junk over here, and we can get one part done. If I know Slate, he’ll either have this solved or he’s currently shooting something on his station.”

I unclasped my anchor rope and pushed against the ceiling, heading back down to the ground at a medium pace, feet first. It was time to fly out of here.

“I’m getting in,” I said, looking for a handle.

“Dean…” Mary’s voice trembled slightly.

“What is it?” I quickly asked.

“We’re not alone. A ship just arrived.”


Twenty-One

The ship that arrived wasn’t much more than a dot, and I was surprised Mary could even make it out from her window. But she was right. Mary had explained how the tutorial on the tablet worked, and in ten minutes, I felt confident enough to have a passing ability at maneuvering this small pyramid ship from point A to point B. The tricky part was seeing if the ropes would hold, and lining up the landing gear to snag the floating tether.

“Are we pretending it doesn’t exist?” Mary asked. She was concerned with the visitor.

“Like I said, it might be them.” I didn’t have to say who “they” were. “This could be it. The final countdown. Let’s get the task done and move on.”

“There are five sections before their homeworld. They said to follow the map. The cube map had five symbols before theirs.”

I was hovering in the ship, just about to exit the station, and I bumped the ceiling lightly as I tried to make it to the containment field unscathed. “Damn it!” I said, louder than I planned. With both our hangar doors open, we were still able to communicate. There was still no sign from Slate.

“What?”

“Nothing.” I let her conversation slide and lifted out of the station. The inside of the ship was abnormal. I’d flown the landers on New Spero a few times, but this was nothing like them.

I was lying down, totally enclosed in the ship, with no viewports. A large screen was above my face, displaying all angles of the ship outside. The forward view was centered on the viewscreen, the side and rears on the edges. It was confusing at first, but I guessed by the time you were used to it, it was effective. The controls were in a strange spot, and I wondered what the biology of the native users was like.

My hands already wanted to cramp as I adjusted the thrusters and direction, each independently, on opposite sides of the cockpit. I narrowly managed to avoid clipping the hangar roof as I slowly urged the ship closer to the hanging rope loop. I felt the ship tug at the rope as the landing feet passed over it, but it slid free.

“I missed the first run. Why am I doing this again?” I asked, half joking.

“Good question. It seemed to make the most sense, but now that you mention it…” She let the jab go without finishing it.

I spun the ship around and tried again. After missing it for seven straight attempts, I was ready to give up.

“One more time,” Mary said calmly. I closed my eyes and took a breath, lowering down from my previous positions. The rope hung in space, like that wire from the back of the painting, and this time, I ran the front of the ship into it, letting it slip underneath. My ship jarred as it pulled tight.

“Got it!” I called, getting prematurely excited. I still didn’t know if this little thing had enough juice to get the station moving. If I went out and tried to push the station with my arms, I would just float away. But the thrusters acted as my forward energy, and when I fired them up, the ship pulled on the rope, which carried the station with it. “It’s working.”

I moved slowly, because stopping it at the other end would be a hell of a task if I raced over there. I inched along, sweating more with each passing second inside the cramped cockpit.

“Steady.” Mary repeated the phrase a few times. As I neared, I saw her form on the viewscreen, standing locked onto her station hangar roof, wearing the thin EVA. She was tethered securely in case something went wrong.

Moving along at a turtle’s speed, the station followed me, and soon I was cutting the thrusters entirely, letting the inertia carry us forward. I had to line up the sides, where they would fit together. Her end was the plug, and mine the receptacle. We just had to time it perfectly.

“Dean, I don’t want to alarm you, but our new friend is moving,” Mary said, her voice under control. She didn’t want to panic me.

“Is it coming toward us?” I looked at my viewscreen, checking the side and rear views. None of them showed the recently-arrived ship. It was still out of my proximity. These ships weren’t equipped with any long-range sensors, but they did have weapons, which the quick tutorial didn’t detail.

“It was, but it looks like it’s taking the long way around. It’s still far enough away.”

“But close enough for you to have a visual. That’s closer than I’d like.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just finish the task. You need to pull down a few degrees. We have to do this by eyeball, so stick to the plan.”

Our plan was relying on my brain’s spatial mapping skills, which didn’t fill me with confidence. But I had no choice. It was either crash this thing and end up stuck here with no food and water while waiting for our friend to destroy us, or I landed the pieces together, and we moved on to work with Slate and get out of here.

I tilted the stick while giving the slightest thrust from my left side. This gave the desired effect, and the prongs rubbed against Mary’s middle station piece just enough to cause her to cry out.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

“I’m fine. Just about lost my footing. You’re there!” she said, and I could make out her peeking head on the side viewscreen feed.

The large hangar sections merged, magnets taking over when they were feet apart. The force pulled the rope I was attached to taut, and my ship tugged backward with it, sending me and my ship floating into the side of the station.

I didn’t care. I’d done it! I’d connected the top piece of the space station with the middle. Now we needed to focus on Slate’s section.

“I don’t mean to cut your celebration short, but the bogey is heading for Slate,” Mary said, and I found the landing controls, recessing them. The rope fell free from the ship, and I flew toward Mary, making sure to stay well enough away that my ineptitude at controlling it didn’t threaten her safety.

“Get into a ship; we need to get over there.” She was already moving before the suggestion was out of my mouth.

I flew toward the last piece of station that would complete our puzzle, moving slowly so Mary could catch up.

“Slate!” I called into my mic.

“Dean?” His voice carried into my ear as I closed in on his perimeter.

“Slate, are you all right?”

“I’m fine. There’s nothing here to harm me, is there? Other than boredom, maybe.”

“There’s a ship coming toward you – ”

“What kind of ship?” he asked, cutting me off.

I zoomed in with my viewscreen, now able to see a pixelated version of the bogey. It was probably smaller than our Kraski ships, with tendrils extending from the rear and front of it, reminding me of an insect. I’d seen its kind before. “This may sound crazy, but I think it’s one of the insectoid ships from Leslie and Terrance’s planet.” There had been a couple that had landed on their world over the course of our visits, but the race behind them hadn’t reached out to us. They seemed closed off, and unwilling to converse with humans.

After the rumors, and the harsh treatment of the hybrids, I wasn’t sure they ever would. Now, in some remote part of the galaxy, one of their ships was here. My gut wanted to think they were here to help us, but my brain told me otherwise.

“Slate, is your hangar open?” I asked, watching the insectoid ship lower near Slate’s hangar doors.

“Yeah. I was about to bust out of here, to look for you two. I figured it out. We need to…”

“Connect the pieces, we know. The other two are already attached.”

His laughter passed through my earpiece, and I could picture his goofy grin. “Of course they are. Dean and Mary are at it again. Come help me and let’s get out of here.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” I looked at the ship, which was just hovering there quietly. Were they waiting to talk?

“Oh, them? What should we do? I’ve always been a shoot first kind of guy.” Slate’s voice was tense now, unsure.

“Let’s see if there’s a way to communicate with them,” I said, but it was too late. “Slate, close the doors!” Two figures were dropping from the ship, thrust packs aiming them directly for his hangar entrance.

“Boss, I’m on it.”

“No, Slate, leave it open.” I heard Mary’s voice at the same time I saw her race by me in her own ship. She didn't hesitate as she flew the pyramid ship at breakneck speeds toward the containment field the two figures had just dropped into. Her ship arced nose up before diving directly down into the station’s open hangar doors.

“Be careful, Mary,” I called, but she was already gone. I swallowed a dry gulp of air as I chased after her. I slowed the ship, wondering if one of us should stay out and watch their vessel. I also had no idea how to use the weapons on this thing, so I elected to assist on the station. I knew how to fire my pulse rifle.

“They’re here,” Slate said, and I lowered my ship into the hangar bay, the energy field glimmering around my viewscreens as I passed through. I was moving too fast, so instead of slowly landing, I aimed for the corner of the room, hitting the ground hard between two other parked ships. I’d forgotten the landing gear in my haste.

The landing jarred my head, and shouting carried into my earpiece from both Mary and Slate. As I opened the pyramid ship door, the sound of pulse fire erupted around the room.

“Where are they?” I asked, staying low to the ground. I unslung my rifle, ready to take the invaders down.

“We’re by the control panel. Mary split the room when she rushed inside. She nearly clipped one of them with her ship,” Slate said, and I peered over the rows of ships, seeing the pulse-damaged walls above their location.

A beam of orange light passed over my head, causing me to roll behind one of the many pyramid ships lining the hangar floor. “Slate, buddy, this is a good time to shoot first,” I said, and he gave me some cover fire, allowing me time to rush over to their side of the room.

Slate and Mary were there, and my heart melted at the sight of my wife safely in front of me. I wanted nothing more than to get her the hell out of there, but we had to stop the insectoids from killing us first. She gave me a quick smile before firing her bow toward the far side of the hangar. The arrow stuck in the wall with a flash of light.

For a moment, the room went silent. No talking, no pulse fire, just silence. My ragged breath was all I heard.

Slate lifted his rifle and took off along the wall at a crouched run. Mary went the other way, and I followed behind her. Our boots clanged lightly, and I hoped we weren't giving away our positions. Another orange beam passed above us, but we kept going.

More pulse fire, and a grunt from Slate in my ear. “Boss, I got him. The other one turned away. He’s heading for you.”

Mary knelt. Half her body was covered by a crate in the corner of the room. We were near the corridor entrance, and when the insectoid entered our line of sight, it stood straight up as it spotted us. Instead of firing, it moved for the doorway.

“Crap, come on,” Mary said, running after it.

“Wait!” I called to her, worried it was an ambush. Instead, I arrived to see the creature face-down on the metal grate floor. It was only then I realized there was gravity inside the station. I’d been running on adrenaline. A wave of vertigo coursed over me as Mary stood over her fallen advisory, bow with nocked arrow raised and ready to go.

“Hold on,” I said, kicking its fallen gun out of its reach. I knelt beside the alien, noting how it was the same race as the ones we’d briefly met when we’d first followed the hybrids to Kareem’s world.

I pushed it over, revealing a hard-helmeted head, pinchers, and antenna accentuated with painted designs. Through a tinted face mask, a multitude of black eyes looked back at me. It tried to lift an arm but failed. The sound of its hand hitting the floor was jarring in the otherwise quiet corridor.

“What do you want?” I asked, suddenly drained of energy. My voice was a whisper.

“Theos,” a tinny voice said, speaking our language.

I grabbed it by the collar, lifting it off the ground a foot. “What about them?”

“Don’t…” It was dying, and the words were hardly more than a rasp.

I needed to hear what they’d come here for. “How did you find us? Don’t do what?”

“Don’t wake…” It coughed, an alien sound like the mash-up of a cricket and human. “…them.” For effect, its hand gripped me weakly on the arm.

I set it down carefully. They wanted to warn us? “Don’t wake them?”

It twitched, and I let it be.

“It’s dead, Dean,” Mary said.

Slate walked up behind us, gun tight in his hand. “They might have more coming for us. The ship, remember?”

I hadn’t remembered.

“I found a camera system.” Slate led the way from the hall, and I glanced back at the body as the door to the corridor slid shut. They’d come to warn us about the Theos. Why did they come with guns firing? If they could speak English, why not talk first? Unless the easiest way to make sure we didn’t find the Theos was to kill us and move on. No one would be the wiser as to what happened. They’d just think we were killed during our journey to find the ancient race.

Mary kept an eye on the hangar door as I ran to the controls on the wall. The doors began sliding shut, sealing us off from the insectoid ship.

“Over here.” Slate was by the offices. He was changing cameras and looking for the invaders’ ship. “It’s gone. What in the hell’s going on here?”

“They came to warn us. It was a drop-off,” Mary said, staring at the screens.

“But why leave them?” I asked, confused by the whole thing.

“I wish we could ask them.” Mary was leaving the room, and I followed her to the one Slate had felled. It was clearly dead as well.

“Let’s finish this and get out of here. Any fun we were having on this trek is gone for me,” Mary said.

“Fun? Yeah, this was loads of fun until now.” The sarcasm dripped off my words.


Twenty-Two

It turned out Slate’s section of the station was indeed the rear, or “bottom” as I thought of it, and the gravity drive was intact, as well as small thrusters on the end. This allowed us to fly it to the other two connected parts of the station. In an hour, we were latching on, completing the puzzle.

“Good work, Mary,” Slate said from his seat beside her control desk, where she flew the oversized letter T. The station shook as we attached, and the dim lights brightened as everything became fully operational.

“Now what?” she asked. I think we all expected some big show of success, but we were left sitting in the room in complete silence.

“Land below. That’s what it had said. Then the Final will be upon us.” I reached for the tablet that was now vibrating on the desk in front of me. A planet appeared on the screen: the water planet we were orbiting. The image zoomed toward the water below and kept zooming until I saw a speck of land. Soon the island took most of the screen up, and coordinates scrolled below it.

“I guess that answers our question.” Slate stood up fast, his chair noisily clattering behind him.

“Does it? Are we supposed to take the station down there, or the pyramid ships?” I asked.

Mary tapped a gloved finger on the desk’s surface thoughtfully. “That island doesn’t look large enough for the station to land on.”

She was right. It was deceiving with nothing but water around it, but when you looked closely, it was obvious it wasn’t very large. “Then we take the small ships.”

____________

I lowered my ship toward the rocky mass, at last recognizing it as I got closer. It was the same island I’d seen when the Theos shadow had first touched me back in Sarlun’s room full of artifacts. There was no mistaking it now.

My screens showed Slate and Mary had already landed. They were both better pilots than I was. I bumbled my way down, this time remembering to use the landing gear.

I hit the door release, and it slid open. A breeze blew around me, and I wanted nothing more than to take my mask off and take a deep breath. I couldn’t do that quite yet. I was amazed at how familiar it felt, standing the thousand or so feet above the crashing waves below. It had only been a few days since I’d been there, but that time, it was all in my mind. I expected it to feel more solid, more real now, but it didn’t. It seemed exactly the same.

“Dean, is this…” Mary started to ask.

“It’s the same island.” I cut her off. It was strange to see Mary and Slate in their EVAs in the sunlight like this. The masks glimmered as light and sky reflected off their shiny surfaces. Mary’s eyes were wide, and the three of us walked near the edge, casting our gazes toward the horizon. The sea of blue went on forever in all directions, giving me a sense of loneliness on the waterlogged planet.

This must be it. The Final had arrived, just as the Theos shadow had warned, or urged, depending on how you looked at it. I was ready for it to be over. Slate’s shoulders slumped, and I knew he was on the same page as me. He’d only come along to protect us.

“It’s beautiful,” Mary said, and even though being there shot a series of emotions through my mind, she was right. Even from that distance, I noticed something moving in the water and pointed it out to them. A black form raced along the water’s surface, longer than any sea creature on Earth. The tail end of it emerged and splashed down, sending a burst of water into the air.

“It’s huge,” Slate said, stepping forward to get a better view. I grabbed his arm and he looked down, scrambling back when he noticed he was only inches from the edge of the island. To fall from there meant certain death. If you didn’t die from the fall, the waves crashing onto the cliff walls below would finish the job.

“What now?” I asked. As if answering me, rock crumbled behind us, directly in the center of the island.

“I hope it stops.” Mary’s voice had a panicked edge to it.

Once again, on cue, it ceased the internal cave-in, revealing crudely carved stairs covered by large mossy boulders.

“Ladies first,” Slate said, grinning at Mary.

“You wish. What do you think we brought you for, Zeke? Cannon fodder. What’s the saying, Dean?” Mary jibed back.

“Youth before beauty? That would fit in this case,” I said, getting a light punch on the upper arm from Slate.

“Yeah, yeah. Send the big guy in first. I feel like the canary in the mine shaft.” Slate still grinned but turned from us, taking a step onto the carved-out stairs. “There are lights down here.”

“Mary, whatever happens, let’s stick together and get home.”

She looked me in the eyes as water brimmed along the bottoms of her lids. “Dean, I think I’m ready.”

“Ready for what?” I asked.

“That family we talked about. All of this has opened something inside me. I don’t know why I was so gung-ho to do this adventure. Maybe I just felt like I needed a last hoorah before becoming a mother.”

I grabbed her hand, the glove on glove contact not enough to connect us like I wanted. “I get it. We’ve been through so much. Some painful, and some exciting and rewarding. I’m ready too.” My heart leapt in my chest, and I imagined Mary and I blowing bubbles in our backyard with a little baby girl on a blanket. Maggie would chase the bubbles along with our daughter, and it would end with us all rolling on the grass.

“Then let’s finish this,” she said, taking her first step down into the center of the island.

“You guys really need to remember I can hear everything you say,” Slate said, tapping his helmet where the earpiece sat.

I couldn’t even bring myself to be embarrassed. “You’re family. It comes with the territory.”

With a last glance at the sunny sky, I headed down the steps, ready for the final challenge.

The stairs spiraled downwards, and we kept moving along them. There were glowing crystals merged into the walls every few yards, allowing us ample light to see where we were going. We didn’t speak as we climbed down, just marched at a solid pace. It must have been five minutes before the staircase ended, opening into a room.

“What the hell is this?” Slate asked, crossing the sterile space toward the far side, where three chairs stood. They reminded me of dentist’s office chairs, the kind that leaned back to a full one hundred and eighty degrees. Otherwise, the room was carved out of the island rock, like the spiral stairs had been.

We each stood at the base of one of the chairs, looking at them. The material was strange, silky but stiff at the same time.

“Who wants to go first?” Mary asked.

“Go where?” I asked, still poking the chair with a finger. I watched as the material sank in, then slowly rose back up to its original form.

Mary didn’t answer. Instead, she hopped on the chair and lay back on it. “Kind of comfy. I could use a nap…” She closed her eyes, smiling. They darted open, wide and afraid. She let out a stifled cry, her whole body rigid and taut for an instant before it fell back on the chair like a marionette without its puppeteer.

“Mary!” I ran to her side, grabbing her hand. Our suits were alien enough, I had no idea if they read vitals or not. I noticed a drop of blood on the gray chair, behind her head, and knelt beside her. “Slate, look at this.”

He knelt on the other side of her and saw the same thing I did: a wire going into the back of her head. “Damned Theos. What do we do?”

Her chest rose and lowered slowly, a weak but constant breath. “I think she’s okay. This must be the last part of our journey. We have to plug in to find out.”

“You sure this is a good idea, boss?”

I shook my head. “I’m not sure of anything, but I can’t leave Mary to do this herself. You stay here and guard our bodies.”

Slate looked frazzled, but he grabbed his pulse rifle, moving to perch himself between the chairs and the stairway. “I don’t like the sounds of that either, but I’ll do it for you guys. Hurry back.”

I gave Mary’s hand a last squeeze and stood by the chair beside her, leaving the end one open. I felt the back of my helmet, noticing a small circle on it. They had planned on connecting us here. The suit was made for it. This was it. The final chapter before we got the location of their homeworld. Love or hate the Theos, we were damned close to finding them.

“Finish this thing, boss.” Slate nodded toward my wife’s still form. “And bring her back with you.”

“I will. Hopefully, we’ll be back soon.” I didn’t think the Theos would do anything to harm us while we were linked to the chairs, but I couldn’t be certain. The idea of letting something jab me in the back of the head to force me unconscious didn’t excite me. My hands trembled as I sat down, and with one last look over at Mary, I leaned back.

I expected the sudden stabbing feeling, but it still caught me off-guard. I let out a loud enough yelp that Slate rushed over. The last thing I saw was his worried face, upside down.


Twenty-Three

A radio announcer talked in a low constant buzz, and I opened my eyes, looking for the source. My clock radio alerted me it was seven AM. I’d slept in. Wait. For what? Something was wrong. I jolted up, flushed panic making me far too warm under the blankets. I pushed them off, recognizing my old room the instant I focused.

I found the pull chain on my bedside lamp, turning it on. It was a fake Tiffany lamp. Janine had found it at a garage sale for what she’d dubbed “the bargain price of the year.” Memories flooded my brain as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

Light poured in lines between my white blinds, casting striped shadows on my wall. Where had I been? I shook my head, trying to free the cobwebs, but it wasn’t coming back.

“No one has an explanation for the ships, but we expect the president to make a statement soon. Please do not panic,” Rollie Armstrong said with a slight tremor in his voice.

Ships? Images flashed in my mind of large black vessels hanging over New York City; of smaller, sleek silver ships over my hometown. The Kraski! I remembered them now. An overflow of missing details forced themselves into my confused mind, causing my vision to swim. I leaned back, pushing a pillow over my face to ease the pain.

Eventually, they subsided, and I knew this wasn’t real. I’d already lived this day. I was sent here to do something, I just didn’t know what. My breath slowed as the anxiety and stress eased from my tight muscles, my headache now just a dull throb.

I rolled off the bed, carefully stepping over the slippers I knew would be there. With eyes mostly closed, I crossed to my en suite bathroom and washed my face. The reflection caught me off-guard as water dripped down my chin. I looked so young. It was me from this day in the past. The real me was a few years older; more gray speckled my hair, deeper lines carved in my face. Mary called them laugh lines, but it felt like a long time since I’d laughed enough to make some.

Mary. Flashes of her beautiful face flipped through my mind like a stack of Polaroids being dropped from the sky. I saw her the first time she’d knocked on the Jeep window, just after the silver ship had nearly scared us to death. I saw her piloting one of those ships as we rescued humanity from its doom near the sun. A picture of her wearing a gorgeous dress for Magnus and Natalia’s wedding appeared, making way for an image of her as we sat hiding from the rain on Kareem’s world. Her hair was wet, goosebumps rising on her pale skin as a breeze carried through our pitiful shelter. Then our wedding night, resplendent in white. All of these shots came and went.

She was here somewhere. I knew it. That was my mission.

With new energy, I threw on some pants, amused at how accurate the scene was. The jeans fit me just like they had, and the knees had exactly the right amount of fade. Throwing a short-sleeved button-up plaid shirt over my tank top, I headed for the front door. I didn’t even close it as I walked barefoot down my driveway. Just as I thought, Susan was there with Carey beside her.

My heart melted at seeing the young pup. He wiggled and came to say hi. I knelt down, petting him far more closely than the old me ever had. Susan studied me with a grin and asked, “What do you think they are, Dean?” I’d known she was going to say those exact words. It felt like a pre-emptive déjà vu.

I didn’t say anything at first. I just stood and hugged her. I told her everything was going to be okay. For her, it wasn’t, but if I could make her last day on Earth a little better, I wanted to. Carey barked at me as we embraced, and when I let go, Susan looked up at me with weepy eyes. She mouthed the words “Thank you” and turned back to stare at the ship in the sky.

I left her standing there. The weight of what was coming for Earth pushed me down, and my knees felt weak. I didn’t want to live this again. I’d barely made it through the first time, and now I had to see it repeated. “Damn you!” I shouted as I entered my house. Theos. That was who’d done this to me. The recent quests came back to me now. How dare the self-righteous bastards do this to us?

If I ever did find them… I slumped down on my couch and ran my fingers through my hair. I didn’t have an answer for it. I just wanted to get through this and get back to Mary and Slate, in my real life. The anger evaporated. It wasn’t going to help me.

“No time to waste,” I said, grabbing my keys. This time, I threw some shoes on and left my house, firing up my old truck. It felt good to be driving it again. Some things you did miss when they were gone. Earth was gone now too, so I vowed to let myself enjoy these aspects of the mission I was on. I counted myself grateful to be able to visit Earth again, Earth before everyone was ripped from it, changing our paths forever.

Of all the worlds I’d been to, none of them compared to being home, and that was where I’d found myself. I just needed to get to Mary and figure out what that meant.

I passed the same church I had all those years ago and slowed as my client Steve waved at me. Today, I kept driving, not making way for small talk. It came to me that I never did find out if Steve survived the Event. There was so much I didn’t know. If I made it home to New Spero, I was going to look into it.

I needed to reconnect with my old life to complete my new one. I’d been treating them as separate entities, but they both made me who I was. It didn’t have to be broken down into pre-Event and post-Event. It could just be my life.

I took another direction, bypassing the backed-up traffic I knew was on the main drag, leaving James and his fender-bender behind. I silently wished my old friend the best and made for the storage unit. It wasn’t long before I had the pendant around my neck. If this really was a replay of that day, I wasn’t going to be beamed away with everyone.

What was I going to do? I nearly crashed into a car parked in the middle of the street as an idea came to me. I swerved to the side of the road and parked, seeing a sobbing teenage girl in the stopped car.

I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and dialed information. “Mary Lafontaine in Washington, please.”

“There is no Mary Lafontaine listed, sir.”

“How about Bob or Robert Lafontaine?”

“Please hold, connecting.”

The phone rang, a land line still active. Mary hadn’t changed the name on the bill, and I hoped she was still home.

“Hello,” a very familiar voice answered.

“Mary, it’s me,” I said, relief flooding through me.

“Dean?” she asked, and tears came to me in the blink of an eye. I hadn’t been sure my real Mary would be there. I’d worried she was stuck in her own version of that day.

“Of course it’s Dean.”

She laughed; not a calm, funny sound, but the kind when you’re so happy, the laughter merges with crying to make the perfect heart-warming sound no one wants to share. “I was so worried and confused. How did they do this?”

“I don’t know. But we need to get together. How quick can we meet up?”

“The roads are looking bad, but nowhere near as backed up as they are this afternoon. I’ll start driving now. Let’s meet outside Philly.” She named a small town I hadn’t heard of. It was close enough to a main highway but had access via a less busy road, should the traffic get too congested.

“This is weird, isn’t it?” I asked. I could hear her starting a car and noticed the sound change as she switched to hands-free.

“It is. I miss you, and it’s only been an hour since I saw you. Being here, in this place, is so odd. As much as we all talk about our old lives, I’m much happier with my new one with you.”

I threw my truck in drive and turned it around, leaving my phone on speaker. My truck didn’t have Bluetooth, so I cranked the volume up and set the phone upside down in my cup holder. “Mary, just who are we dealing with here? What kind of race could send us back to Earth? Everything we’ve seen tells me they’re literally conducting this from beyond the proverbial grave. How could they send us to this specific time?”

She was silent for a few moments, and just when I was going to make sure the call hadn’t dropped, she spoke. “I’ve got it!” I could sense her enthusiasm from a few hundred miles away. “They didn’t know where they were sending us. Their program locked into our minds, and sent us to the most traumatic, life-changing day of our lives.”

“To what end?” I asked.

“That I don’t know. Maybe they just want to see how we deal with it. I expect a message or hint at some point. They’ve given us one every other time.” I could hear someone honking loudly from the other end of the call.

“Everything okay there?” I asked, raising my voice so she could hear over the racket.

“I forgot what jerks people could be. Some guy just rammed into a parked car, and now there’s a full-out melee going on. Was it really like this?” she asked.

It had been much worse in a lot of cases. The horror stories of what happened that day, on Earth and then on the vessels, would linger with me for life. I remembered hearing some of the things that people had done to one another, and it took me a week to get out of the hotel room once we were back. I had seriously regretted saving everyone. Part of me thought the universe might have been better off without us. Mary had talked me down at that point in time, reminding me of all the good stories, of the countless heroic and selfless acts hundreds and thousands of people had done.

“Dean?” Mary asked, and I realized I hadn’t replied. My heart was racing again; the repressed trauma from that time was trying to surface. I took a long swallow of water and decided to cork the pain for a little while longer.

“It was how we were, but remember, it isn’t us any longer. Humans are stronger than ever, and this may be a reminder, but it isn’t who we are anymore. Maybe this is our lesson.”

“I hope so. Keep me posted on your progress. I’m going to double back and hit the other way out of town. Things are hectic here. You’re farther from Philly, but I bet you beat me there.”

She was probably right. I would avoid any major cities on my route, but on a good day, she would still beat me by an hour. Today wasn’t a good day. “I’ll call you in an hour, unless something goes awry.”

“I can’t wait to see you, babe,” Mary said.

“Right back at you.” The call ended, and I looked up to the west, catching the sun glimmer off the silver ship above my hometown. Shivers ran down my spine, and I turned to focus on the road. I had an arduous drive ahead of me.


Twenty-Four

The diner’s lights were still on, telling me this was the one place in town that was open for business. Mary was beside me, worry lines creasing her forehead as we pulled into the parking lot. I’d beaten her by an hour, as she’d guessed, but the fact was, we were both there, together in the past.

“It’s hard to believe we’re not really here. That our bodies are inside a rock amidst a water-covered world.” Mary smiled at me from the passenger seat of my truck. She’d suggested we ditch her SUV, saying it was originally Bob’s, and that she’d rather leave it behind. I agreed.

“Wherever we really are, my body’s telling me to eat something.” I was surprised at the urgency of my hunger.

There was only one other car parked in front of the diner, where a sign flashed “All Day Breakfast” from behind a smudged window pane. Chimes rang as I pushed the door open, holding it for Mary to enter first. My gut instinct was to have a gun when entering an unknown room. I shoved this feeling down as a smiling elderly couple greeted us.

“Are you guys open?” Mary asked them.

“Seven days a week,” the man said, revealing a gap where he was missing a tooth.

“Even today?” I prompted.

“Even today,” the man’s short wife said. She watched us from behind large rhinestone-lined glasses as we walked inside and took a seat at a booth along the window. Music from the Fifties played through crackling speakers, and the smell of the place reminded me of every diner I’d ever been inside. It was comforting.

“What’s on the menu?” I asked, feeling my stomach grumble again. I fidgeted with the condiments, then the salt and pepper shakers, before tapping one of those little jam packets.

The lady was already moving for our table, carrying a pot of black coffee. Mary and I flipped our cups and let her fill them. I read her nametag, which said “Esther” in capital letters. “Since it’s just Cleve and me today, we could do up some eggs and hash. Side of bacon?”

Mary answered for us. “That sounds perfect.” Cleve had already begun to turn toward the kitchen as she spoke.

“How are they going to communicate with us? I keep expecting a text from the Theos, giving us directions.” I sat my dark-screened phone on the old faux wood table top. I took a sip of my coffee and couldn’t believe how good it was. New Spero had a lot of amenities, but good, old-school roasted beans were getting harder and harder to find. A lot of smaller backyard growers and then roasters were starting to pop up. There was always a market for coffee, no matter what the circumstances.

Mary finally took a drink from hers and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath of the steaming cup before gulping down more. “That’s amazing. But to answer your question, I was thinking the same thing. Cell phone. But who knows with them? They have a mist-man telling us what to do next most of the time. I think their way of communicating may be different than ours.”

I laughed at her term for what I’d dubbed the “shadow man” in my head. I liked “mist-man” too. “Hopefully we don’t have to wait long. I don’t really want to stay here any longer than I have to.”

Mary looked contemplative. “What is it, Mary?” I asked.

She started, then paused, instead taking another drink from her cup, this time a sip. “Doesn’t Ray live in Pittsburgh?”

Her question nearly took the air from my lungs. Up until now, I hadn’t been thinking of the others. Magnus and Natalia were here too. They had a head start on the details, so they were probably already starting their journey to South America.

“He does live there,” I said quietly. It started to rain outside, a light patter of drops hitting the window as the breeze carried them toward the building. “Mary, I think I need to go see him.”

“I’m not sure…” She was cut off by the approach of Cleve and Esther, carrying plates of food. They set them down with a clatter, and I looked down to see food piled high, with about the worst presentation I’d ever seen, even from a small-town diner.

The two of them lingered longer than I expected, and I looked up to meet Cleve’s gaze. I pushed myself back in the booth seat, startled by what I saw. Black mist coalesced through his eyes, pouring out of his sockets and dissipating into the air. Esther’s were doing the same.

“What are you?” I asked, raising a hand to Mary, who looked ready to attack them with a butter knife.

“We are Theos,” the elderly couple said in unison.

“Why here? Why this time?” I kept the questions coming.

“You chose this place, not us.” They still spoke at the same time, though not quite perfectly aligned, so there was a slight echo.

“How did we choose it?”

“We programmed it to bring you to the most significant day of your lives. We didn’t expect two beings to choose the same time and place. This is…curious.” Mist continued to dance in their eyes.

“What are we supposed to do? How do we pass this event?” I got goosebumps at my own use of the word event. There would only be one true event in our lives, and that was the traumatic encounter with the Kraski and Deltra. Even the Bhlat battle and the eventual loss of Earth didn’t impact us to the same degree, at least not psychologically. Humans were a hardier breed now, and on the other end of the spectrum, we were also a more nurturing and loving race.

“You must succumb to your biggest fear. Change your actions.” Esther and Cleve stood side by side, she a full head shorter than her husband. I briefly wondered if they’d survived the original Event, but chances were they hadn’t made it. My heart hurt at the thought.

“What’s our biggest fear?” Mary asked them, and they shrugged in a very human way.

“That is for only you to know. Face this fear, and you will pass. Our home will become accessible.” They turned, walking away, leaving us with our unappetizing cold food and a lot to think about.

“This is it, Dean. Our last stage.” Mary poked at a runny over-easy egg, and after putting some pepper on it, she took a bite. I smiled at her, at how well she was taking all of this. I decided to eat something too.

“Face our fears. On this day of all days. It can only mean one thing.” I squirted some ketchup on my hash browns, the squelching sound the only noise in the whole restaurant.

“What?” Mary asked.

“We have to let them beam us up.”

Mary spit out her mouthful of coffee as I said it. “We can’t do that!” she yelled. “Sorry.” She lowered her voice. “I’m not sure I can.” She twisted a lock of hair between her fingers nimbly, avoiding eye contact.

“None of this is real. What are we afraid of…what were we afraid of?”

Mary looked at me doubtfully. “I was afraid of all of it, but brave when I needed to be. We were so busy and frantic, we didn’t have much time to worry about what happened if we failed. Failing humanity…I think that’s my biggest fear.”

She was on the right track. “I believe that’s it. We have to let them beam us up. If we’re beamed, do we win? No. We lose.”

“What about the others?” she asked, referring to Magnus and Natalia, and even Ray.

“I wonder what would have happened. We haven’t really talked about it before. Would they have stopped it? Teelon might have convinced them, though Magnus probably would have just shot everyone and turned the thing off. And Ray…” I left the sentence to linger there. I missed him. I’d only known him for a few days, but he was the kind of guy I could have been great friends with. I felt like I’d failed him too.

“We’ll never know.”

“Mary, if we’re going to do this, I have to find Ray. I have to make things right and warn him.”

Mary set down her fork and reached across the table, grabbing my hand in hers. “I agree.”

“You do?” I thought she’d have some objection to spending our one afternoon there searching for our old friend.

“Yeah. I know how much it’s bothered you.” She looked ready to say more, to say that I was the one there wrestling him when his gun went off, killing him. But she didn’t.

“Then let’s get out of here and track him down.” I reached into my wallet and tossed a twenty on the table. Esther and Cleve hadn’t come out of the back yet, but it didn’t matter. None of this was real.

The door chimes jingled as we passed through the exit, toward my truck. Dark clouds rolled through the sky, heavy over Philadelphia.

“Where did he live?” That I didn’t know.

“We’ll call information again.” I handed Mary my cell phone as rain started to pour down around us.

She dialed the three digits and after a moment said, “Ray Jones. Pittsburgh.” She looked at me and mouthed, “There are three Ray Jones.”

“He worked at a place called Steel House. Try there?”

Mary asked for Steel House’s phone number and was patched through. She clicked the speaker icon and we listened to the automated voice message system. When the option for reaching Ray Jones came through, she hit his three-digit extension.

The phone rang, and a gruff voice answered. “Hello?” he said it in the form of a question, like the idea anyone was calling him on a day where aliens were invading was absurd. He was right.

“Ray?” I asked as my heart began to race in my chest.

“Who is this?” he asked, his voice dripping with impatience.

“You don’t know me, not yet, but…” I wasn’t sure how to put it. I wished I’d thought of the conversation before calling. “We need to meet you. We have the green stones too. We’re friends.”

All we could hear was his breathing for a moment before he replied, “How do I know I can trust you?”

“You don’t. My name’s Dean Parker, and I have Mary Lafontaine” – I said her old last name without thinking about it, but she didn’t even seem to notice – “and we lived this day already. We watched the whole world get lashed into the ships and taken away. We traveled with you to Peru, where we stopped the invasion.” I hesitated before saying the next thing; a lump was growing in my throat. “We were like brothers.”

“Is this some sort of a prank? I don’t know anyone named Dean, or Mary. What makes you think you can call me and make up this crazy story?”

“It may sound insane, but you know it’s true. Kate knew about it, didn’t she?” I asked.

He was angry now. “Don’t you ever say her name again! You hear me? She doesn’t get to be spoken about from the likes of you!”

I recoiled at the venom but tried to see the phone call from his perspective. “Kate knew my wife, Ray. She was at my wedding. Janine Parker.” I let it sink in, and when he spoke again, his anger was gone.

“I’m sorry for snapping at you.” He sounded deflated. “Dean, what’s happening?”

“Meet us on seventy-six. You have to leave now. We don’t have much time. They take everyone in less than six hours,” I said, trying to sound confident.

“I can’t just up and meet you, can I?”

“Ray, you have to. Believe me. You’ll regret it otherwise. Do it for Kate,” I said, hating that I had to use her name as bait.

He paused again. “I’m leaving now. My Jeep is already packed. Just tell me one thing. If you’ve been through this, do we make it out okay? Do we survive?”

“We do. Humans are survivors, Ray.” Mary didn’t hesitate. Telling him about his impending death wasn’t going to help anything, though in this reality, that same outcome wasn’t likely. I’d change that. It was my chance to redeem something I’d been carrying for years now.

“Good. I have your number. We’ll keep in touch.” Then, before he ended the call: “Dean, Mary, thanks for calling. I’ve been feeling so alone.”

I felt his resolve change already. The scared man who did what he thought he had to do to save his family had adjusted his viewpoint on the situation. He now knew that our race would survive, and now he could focus on helping the right side.

“Maybe that was enough?” Mary said after the call was over.

I shook my head. “I need to see him.”

Mary gave a light laugh. “What else do we have to do? We do have a few hours until we let the Kraski beam us away.”


Twenty-Five

The sky was still black and stormy in this part of the country. We’d avoided listening to the radio, instead relying on our cell phone maps to show us the least densely-trafficked areas of the commuter highways. We’d had some success and arrived at the halfway mark as the clock hit five thirty in the afternoon. It had been seven o’clock when James was torn from my living room, giving us an hour and a half to meet and talk with Ray.

We were at a truck stop along the seventy-six. We’d taken the back route there, and I was glad after seeing the sheer volume of slow-moving traffic sitting on the main highway. Ray had heeded our advice and was traveling by the side roads heading east. His latest text said he was only minutes away.

I got out, seeing the “open” sign was turned off on the gas station. I took a moment to use their unlocked bathroom at the side of the building. The lights were off, and I propped the door open, using the kickdown foot attached to it. Inside, I caught another glimpse of my younger self in the mirror. I was more youthful, but I also felt sad thinking about myself at that point of my life.

I’d been so depressed and lonely. I’d spent my days by myself, sorting through other people’s finances and business receipts. I never truly knew what it was to live until this day happened. When I met Ray, then Mary and Magnus and Natalia. Their zest for life and adventurous natures took me so far away from my shell, it was hard to remember a time when I’d constantly worn it as a protective cloak.

I wanted to trade in my reflection for the one I’d earned, with gray-lined hair and experience wrinkles. That was me, and I loved who I’d been forced to become. I used to hide my fears with jokes; now I made them because I was light-hearted.

“Dean, he’s here,” Mary called from the parking lot.

I dried my hands with paper towel and walked outside to see a Jeep pull up beside my truck. Ray looked over to us with skepticism, and tears filled my eyes at the sight of him. The last time I’d seen him, he was telling me what a good friend I was as blood spilled out of his body. Careless of what he thought, I ran over and hugged his wide chest.

He must have thought I was nuts as I embraced him tightly. “Whoa, buddy. I didn’t know we were that kind of friends.” He hugged me back, even though he didn’t know me. It made me even more upset. I let him go, stepping back and wiping tears from my eyes. Mary went in and hugged him next.

“What are we supposed to do now?” he asked. He was wearing a black Steelers hoodie, and I nearly laughed at how classically Ray he was at that moment.

“We talk.” The gas station had a rest area with picnic tables, and we headed over there, sitting down at one. Ray took one side, with Mary and I on the other. “Ray. Things are complicated. We aren’t here for long. We aren’t even sure if this is real or just a figment of a long-dead race’s imagination. Either way, I needed to see you.”

“What exactly happens to us?”

I looked at my phone and saw we had over an hour before the vessels took us. I was still wearing my pendant, but I removed it then, setting it on the table in front of me. Ray raised an eyebrow at that but didn’t say anything. Mary took her chain off, with the ring, and placed it beside my pendant. She gave a nervous smile in my direction.

“It’s a long story and not an easy one to talk about,” I said. He waved his hand in the air in the universal get-on-with-it gesture.

I told him everything. About him being approached to make sure it was turned off, at any cost, and how he was bribed with his family’s safety. His eyes broke from my gaze, and I wondered if he’d already been approached. My guess was yes. By the end of it, rain was drizzling on us, and when the sun peeked through the clouds to the west, it caused the tall, thin trees to cast long shadows over the gas station parking lot.

“That’s a lot to take in. What do I do with this new knowledge? Are you coming with me? Am I even real? I mean, this version of me, is he real?” Ray was taking it well. Better than I would have expected him to.

“We don’t know,” Mary said. She’d been fairly quiet while I told our story, only pitching in to explain her side of things on occasion. Ray and Mary had been together for the last part of our trip to Machu, a leg of the journey I wasn’t around for. I’d met Magnus and Natalia after trying to distract the ship from seeing the others.

“You’re going to let them beam you up?” His chin motioned toward the green-stoned jewelry on the table before us.

“We’re supposed to face our biggest fear on this monumental day in our lives. We think that by doing this, the Kraski will have invaded and won. We don’t have another choice.” Deep down, I knew we were lying on horizontal chairs far away from here, but the idea of being taken alongside the rest of Earth’s billions made my stomach ache.

Ray nodded along. “Seems right. I’m going to keep going. If any of this is real for a version of me, I’ll stop them from invading. I promise you. I’m sorry for the way it all went down.” He averted his eyes again, and I wanted to tell him it was all right, because at the end of the day, we’d won. He was a sacrifice among many during the Event, one that I’d missed dearly every day since.

“It’s time.” Mary stood as dusk took hold of the cloudy day. The air changed; electricity coursed through it, sending shivers throughout my body.

“Ray, I had to get this off my chest. I’ve really missed you. I know we could have been fast friends for life. If this is real, I know you can stop the invasion. Remember everything I told you. Now you know who and what you can trust.” I stood too, my palms sweating at the idea of being pulled up in the green beam that was inevitably coming for me.

The first time, I’d watched it take James from my house, and it repelled me as I fought to grab hold of his floating legs. This time I’d be with Mary, the love of my life. She gave me a sad smile and hugged Ray. I went in and gave him one too, getting a firm back pat to end it.

“You seem like a good dude, Dean. Catch you on the flip side.” He stepped back from us, rain soaking all of us now, but no one seemed to care or notice. It was time.

Lightning struck nearby, sending a boom of thunder across the highway. Cars honked as they struggled to move in the crowded traffic. It wouldn’t matter soon.

Ray kept walking backwards, watching us while waiting for the big show. He wasn’t going to be disappointed. Beams dropped to the ground just as another flash of lightning arced over the darkening sky. My heart pounded in my chest as I reached for Mary, holding her against me. We were both soaked, and she was trembling. From the cold or fear, I wasn’t sure.

Our faces pressed against each other. “We’re almost to them. The Theos.” She said their name with a reverent tone, and I wanted to curse them for making us relive this day. Instead, I just smiled and kissed her as the beams found us, ripping us from the ground. I broke apart from Mary to see everyone from the cars being lifted alongside us, thousands of pinpricks of light cascading along the road and countryside. The higher we rose, the more beams we could see. We were pulled at a heavy angle eventually, our trajectory changing to pull us to a transport vessel. It was sick and beautiful at the same time. Mary held on tightly, and my fear was gone. I looked up and saw one of the black square vessels over us. From this vantage point, they were even more intimidating.

I could hear the screaming and shouting of the thousands of others being pulled toward the vessel ship. The terror was palpable.

We started for the bottom of the vessel, but before our heads emerged inside it, the green light gave way to a white brilliance. I was expecting to find myself back on the chair inside the small island. Instead, I was greeted with pandemonium.

“Dean!” Mary shouted, as hundreds of people suddenly found themselves cramped in a room with us. She was being forced away from me, and I shoved my way through to her, grabbing her reaching fingers and pulling her in.

There I held her, while strangers screamed and panicked. This was why we were here, to see the other side of the Event. We hadn’t been on the ships when everyone had been taken by the Kraski, so now we were being forced to witness it. I tried to detach myself from the terror I was seeing, but even though I knew we weren’t really there, I couldn’t. My heart raced as more people appeared through the room’s floor, walls, and ceiling. With each drop, there was a green light, then a flash of white, and there they were.

“What’s going on?” a man beside me asked. He was naked, soap suds still clinging to his damp head.

A baby cried, and I was grateful to find it was being held in its father’s arms. There had been countless tales of babies being beamed up by themselves, totally separated from their parents. This was one of the lucky ones. I briefly wondered if that was truly the child’s parent.

“You’re going to be okay,” I said in a calm voice. I wasn’t sure the man even heard me among the cacophony of fear being thrown around the room.

I pulled off my jacket and handed it to the man. He accepted it without thanks and wrapped it around his waist.

I’d read about those first few moments when all of our population had been beamed up. I’d seen the made-for-TV movies and television interviews, but nothing had prepared me for the feeling. The air was thick, making it hard to breathe. It was as if everyone’s fear was pulsing through their sweat, clogging the room with it.

I led Mary through throngs of people. By the time we made it to the wall near the doorway, I was wet with water, tears, and God knows what else. We stood there, silent observers of Earth’s darkest moment.

We’d all been through so much, and now I appreciated what the survivors had really conquered.

“Get away from me! Sally! Sally!” a woman cried, shoving a man beside her.

“Why don’t you screw off, lady?” A portly man was grabbing at an older woman’s water bottle. She looked at him through her glasses like a teacher considering a misbehaving child.

“Let go of that and mind your manners.” She shoved him, and I pushed through a hugging couple to assist.

I laid a palm on the man’s sweaty chest, and his unbelieving eyes shot me death stares.

“What do you think you’re doing? I need that more than she does. I have a heart condition!” He spat while he talked, and I wiped it off my face with a quick flick of my hand.

“Calm down!” I yelled. A few people stopped what they were doing and listened. The room quieted, some sobs still cutting through the otherwise silent space.

I spun around, seeing countless eyes on me, all red-lined and scared. “Everyone’s going to be okay.” Mary was at my side now. She took over, calmly speaking.

“We don’t know what happens now, but we know this. We’re together in this. We’re now a community, and we won’t let our humanity crumble because of them.” She pointed upward, as if indicating the invading aliens. “Gather anything you have that can be useful. Water, food, medication” – she looked to the man holding the baby – “milk, and get an inventory. We’re going to name a few of you to go pass word to the other rooms. Any volunteers?”

A rail-thin girl stuck her hand up. She had on short denim shorts and a rock t-shirt. “What other rooms?”

Mary didn’t want them to know we had more information than them. That would be dangerous. “Did you see the size of the vessels we were just beamed into?” A few nods, and shouts of affirmation. “Then there will be countless rooms like this one.”

Questions began flying at us from around the room. At least they were focused now, working together, not as individuals. What are they going to do with us? Are we dead? What can we do? And finally, how can I help? This was from a little boy, no more than twelve. He was wearing 76ers pajamas.

“We need to identify doctors, nurses, EMTs, anyone who can help the sick or injured. We need to work as a team now,” I said. A short woman wearing scrubs came forward, letting me know she was a nurse at a retirement home.

The space was dimly lit, and it had the exact same layout as the one Magnus and I had first beamed through as we’d raced toward the sun all those years ago. People were already organizing themselves and heading into the halls, relaying what we’d suggested to them.

We’d only been there a short while, but the musty fear smell was nearly gone. The people were now distracted, with a goal in mind.

I wondered how many of these people lived at New Spero now. Had I ever crossed paths with any of them?

I was proud of Mary; she was leading this distraught group better than I could have. She turned and smiled at me. Before I could wonder how long we’d be there, an energy rushed through my veins. An image of the shadow character shimmered in my mind before I transported.

My eyes blinked open. I quickly squinted to protect them from the bright light, only there wasn’t any; just a dim room with a blurry figure coming for me. I held my hands up in defense and blinked, seeing the man come into focus.

“Slate?” I asked. I was still lying down, and I screamed as the wire connecting me to the chair recessed from the back of my head, letting me sit up. My hand flew to the puncture, where a sharp pain emanated. Slate held a hand on my back, saying calming words that I didn’t quite hear. “Mary.”

I turned to her rigid form on the chair beside me. With wobbly legs, I stumbled over to her just as her eyes widened.

“Mary, it’s okay. We’re back. The wire is about to come…” I was cut off by her shouting. I leaned over, seeing the small three-eighths-inch cord disappear into the head of the chair.

She stayed down, but her hand darted out like a striking cobra and grabbed me by the wrist. “I saw it.”

“Saw what? The vessel? Is that what you mean?” I asked as I pried her firm grip from my arm.

She shook her head and sat up, swinging her legs over the side of the chair. “I saw their homeworld. I know how to get there.”

I hadn’t seen anything but the briefest glance of the Theos.

“Wait, what the hell’s going on here? You guys were gone for like five minutes,” Slate said.

“Where is it?” I asked, ignoring Slate’s demands for answers.

“We have to use the stones to get to the edge of the universe, or as close as we can. From there we fly. There’s an empty world with a ship waiting for us.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked, worried about the look in her eyes. It was unsettling.

“They showed me before I came to. Their world looks amazing. Blue gemstones line the landscape, and we’ll find them inside a mountain of crystals. I know how to get there.” Mary tapped the side of her head lightly. “It’s all up here.”

“Will someone tell me what happened?” Slate’s voice was a low growl.

We explained it to him quickly, and he listened with rapt attention. Describing the terror on the Kraski vessel brought back instant trauma.

“That’s some heavy stuff.” His face was long as he mopped a glove over his mask. “How do we get out of here?”

The stone wall on the opposite end of the room slid apart. A portal room was set inside: four pillars with a large stone in the center. A clear table floated above it through magnetic technology. We all stepped inside, our boots clanging against the hard metallic floor.

“Which one do we go to?” I asked, but Mary was already using the table, scrolling through the icons, looking for the one she was shown while still under the Theos’ influence. She stopped at one, pointing to it.

“This one,” she said.

“Hold on,” I said, setting a hand over the icon. “Why don’t we travel back home first? Get some food, rest, a hot shower…”

“We have to go now,” Mary said. I looked over at Slate, who was frowning at my wife.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m with Dean. Why not get some rest first and do this with fresh faces?” Slate was going to bat on my side, but Mary didn’t look to be having any of it.

The scary zombie Mary was gone when she looked up at me from the table. Her eyes were damp, and she gave me a sweet smile. “We’ve been through so much, Dean. We’re almost there. The trip will take a week or so in the ship. We can rest on that part of the journey.”

“What are we going to eat?” Slate asked, stealing the question from my lips.

“The world we’re going to has abundant vegetation. I know what we can and can’t eat.”

I looked at her skeptically. “They sure gave you a lot of details for you being out thirty seconds more than me.”

She nodded. “Dean, I’m going one way or another. We have to find them. You know we have to stop the Unwinding.”

“Just what is this damned Unwinding? We don’t know anything about it. Maybe the threat’s already over with. The Theos could have been gone for thousands of years, making us worry about nothing.”

She shook her head this time. “It’s real. I’ve seen it.”

“Of course you have.” Slate took a step forward. He was about to speak again when she tapped the icon. I didn’t have a chance to stop her. Light enveloped the room, and once again, I had no idea where I’d open my eyes.


Twenty-Six

We followed Mary’s hurried steps out of the portal room and down a series of alien-built corridors. She led the way, seemingly knowing where she was going. It wasn’t long before we were heading through a colorful hangar with a few ships inside. Mary ran a hand along the side of one ship near the building’s exit.

“This is ours,” she said, stopping briefly to appraise it with a smile.

“This one?” I asked, nodding my approval. It was sleek and green, with large thrusters on the rear, one on top of the other instead of side-by-side. Judging by its diminutive stature, it was made for a very small crew, which was exactly what we were. I shoved the doubts and fears of the last section of our expedition down and decided to take some of Mary’s excitement and roll with it.

If everything went as planned, we’d be waking up the Theos in just over a week. Even Slate was grinning while looking at the ship. “You’re sure this world is empty? Where’d they go?”

“They didn’t tell me. They only said it would be waiting for us.” Mary spun on a heel and pushed the exit door open. Heat blasted us, and I instantly began to sweat inside my EVA. The built-in temperature modifiers kicked in, and I felt my skin cooling.

I stepped outside the hangar and onto thick green grass. Plants grew out of everything in the area. The erected buildings nearby were covered in green moss, and a few had been ripped apart by massive trees growing through them. I thought about the world Slate and I had met Suma on and wondered how many developed worlds sat empty. Where had their people gone? Disease? War?

I had to do a light jog to catch up to Mary’s quick strides. The sky was bright blue, with two large stars hanging in it. I looked in the other direction, and a pale crescent moon held its place in the horizon.

“Over here,” she said. She turned at a twenty-foot-tall statue that was still half standing along the street. It was made in the likeness of a multi-limbed creature, with short legs and a head half the size of its torso. The left side of it sat in a crumbled pile on the ground. Mary called for me, and I broke my gaze with the strange statue.

We passed over a road, with three-story metal buildings lining it, before entering a copse of trees. A dark, heavy fruit weighed the branches down, and Mary reached for some of them.

“We don’t know if this is edible.” Slate poked at one, and it fell to the ground with a splat. Some were quite ripe.

“They told me it’s fine.” Mary reached for her mask and pulled it off. She took a deep breath and smiled at me. “Don’t worry. The air is fine too.”

“Damn it, Mary, be careful. You don’t know what their motives are. This place could have been fine a thousand years ago, but a lot can change on a planet, especially an unoccupied one.” I hated seeing her jump to conclusions without thinking. It wasn’t like her at all.

“The worlds left to the plants are the best-off ones. Take off your mask and have something to eat. It’s been a long time.” Mary plucked a fist-sized fruit from the tree, smelling it before taking a bite. It had a dark outer skin, which she spat out before eating the meat. I wasn’t even going to try to talk her out of it. I rubbed my belly, remembering that the bad diner food I’d eaten wasn’t real.

My mask slipped off easily after I killed the power switch to it, and I took a long inhale of the planet’s air. It was amazing. Lush tropical smells created a euphoric feeling through my brain, and I reached for one of the fruits. Slate was right behind me. Mary laughed as she grabbed another one, and soon the three of us were sitting among the trees, eating different fruits.

Mary knew which ones to stay away from and which would just give you gas. It was as if they’d downloaded information into her mind with the connection. I wondered what else they’d put in there. She still seemed like Mary, but something was off. I’d have to keep a close eye on her.

“Something wrong, Dean?” She’d caught me staring at her. Juices ran down her chin, but instead of engaging, I just wiped the remnants of the last thing she’d eaten away from her face.

“Nothing at all. Slate, what do you think? Are you full?” I asked. He leaned back on the grass and stared at the sky.

“This is nice,” was his reply.

“What is?” Mary asked him.

“Lying back, watching the clouds. I don’t even know how many days or nights we’ve been gone. We’re running on fumes. Having food and just relaxing is nice.”

“We don’t have a lot of time. Enjoy it while you can.” Mary was already getting to her feet.

“Wait. Can’t we take a break?” I asked. “Are the Theos going somewhere?” If I was the True, I doubted they’d care if we made it there a day late.

Mary looked at me with a hard stare, but it broke and melted after a moment. “You’re right. We have food and a ship with cots. Let’s take some of this stuff and see if we can’t get the thing fired up.”

“Sounds good to me,” Slate said from his horizontal position. He’d found a piece of grass to chew on.

I rolled onto my feet and stood up, wiping the remains of my dinner off my EVA. Mary came over and kissed me on the cheek before glancing over to Slate, who was doing his best to ignore us.

I led her a few yards away and put a tree between us and our third wheel. I kissed her on the lips, which were warm, sweet, and slightly sticky.

“What was that for?” she asked, kissing me again, this time deeper and longer.

When she broke it, I gathered my wits and answered her. “That’s for picking your battles. That’s for getting us this far, and for being an amazing person. Without your energy and focus, we never would have made it here.”

Her eyes watered, something I wasn’t expecting. “Dean, you’re the best. I can’t wait for us to find these Theos and to affirm you’re their True. You can save the universe from this threat.”

Her words brought it all back to me, reminding me it was real. For most of this quest, it had felt like a game, but if the galaxy really was under duress, and it was up to me to help save it, I wasn’t sure I wanted the weight on my shoulders. I’d do what I had to but wasn’t relishing the idea.

“Boss, are you two done playing kissy face?” Slate was starting to come out of his shell a little more each day, but he still liked to call me “boss.” It wasn’t a habit I expected him to stop any time soon.

“Zeke Campbell, one day you’ll be a strapping groom, and you’ll have your very own best friend to kiss.” Mary ripped a bright pink berry from a bush beside her and threw it toward Slate. He easily evaded it.

“Get me home first. Then I can see about that date with Denise, if she hasn’t given up on me yet.” He kicked at a rock, giving him an overgrown child’s silhouette.

“How could she resist a big lug like you?” Mary asked him.

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s get some food and check out our new home for the next few days,” Slate said, changing the subject.

____________

I opened my eyes with protest. Mary was shaking my shoulder lightly, and I groaned and rolled onto my side. “Can’t we sleep just a little longer?”

“We’ve already slept for nine hours. It’s time.”

The room was tight for space. Two bunks were on either side of the cramped quarters, making just enough room for Mary and me to have an uncomfortable sleep. Slate was snoring away, face-down on his cot, his bare feet hanging over the end. Whatever alien race lived here, they weren’t very tall, judging by the ship. Slate had hit his head twice the night before on low doorways and walked around after that in a perpetual hunch. He wasn’t going to enjoy his week onboard.

“You’re sure you can fly this thing?” I asked her again. She’d told me “yes” the night before, but I wanted her to reiterate the fact.

“Dean.” She placed her hand on my chest. “We’ll be fine. They’re close now.”

“If you say so. Want to get going, then?”

“No time like the present.” She stood up, wearing the jumpsuit we’d started the trip with. I pulled mine off the floor beside us and slid it on before waking Slate. He swiped at me like a hibernating bear, but I could hear him getting out of bed as I entered the hall.

Everything was miniaturized on board. The ceilings were just high enough for my hair to brush against, and the walls were only a couple of feet apart, forcing me to walk at a slight angle instead of straight forward.

Mary had adjusted the air levels to accommodate us, and after finally understanding the complicated bathroom area, we were set. Other than the sleeping quarters and the bathroom, there were just a corridor and the bridge. No real room for storage. We did find a cooling compartment near the rear of the ship, and that was where we stored the berries and nuts we’d found on the lush world we were about to leave behind.

“We should come back here for a vacation at some point. The small amount we’ve seen looks amazing. I bet Nat and the kids would like to run around the hills here,” I said, wondering how close Nat was to giving birth. I was glad Magnus was able to sit this one out. He’d grill me about every detail when we got back. He was living vicariously through my adventures now, he said.

I hoped one day I could live through someone else’s.

“Engines are on.” A humming vibration shook the entire ship. The hangar was open from above. We didn’t know if the ceiling was always recessed, or if it had never had one. The look of the place told me they’d left in a hurry.

The bridge was small, like everything else. A molded white plastic bench was bolted to the floor in front of the pilot controls, which were on a screen on the console. Mary keyed things into them like an old pro.

“How much did they dump into your mind?” I asked.

She shrugged as I stood behind her. “Just what I needed to know, I suppose.” She slid a finger along the screen; yellow bars of light followed the movement. We lifted up slowly.

She tapped the console again, and a viewscreen popped on. It was no larger than my old flatscreen TV at home, but it let us see outside of the ship. There were no real windows or portholes on the vessel, just cameras to allow us to see our surroundings. Mary claimed those weren’t even necessary. I took her word for it.

Slate lumbered to the bridge, coming to a stop directly beside me. He chewed on a nut before holding out his hand, which held more. I shook my head, watching as we rose into the sky. The green landscape went for miles and miles. Hills rose and fell like the waves of a large ocean.

“Ready?” Mary asked as we broke through the atmosphere. The ship shook as we emerged into the darkness of space.

“Ready.” The Theos were waiting.


Twenty-Seven

The trip was as expected: uneventful. By my standards, that was a good thing.

“There it is.” A quiver in Mary’s voice told me she was nervous. We all were. We’d had nothing but time over the last week to speculate on what we’d find when we arrived. As much as we tried not to, we always came back to the subject.

Mary wasn’t told anything about their home: just an image of a crystal mountain, seared into her brain to direct us there.

She clicked off the FTL drive; the stretching stars became dots in space again as we slowed to in-system speed. A planet hung there, beckoning us to come see it.

From our vantage point, it had the look of the ice planet where we’d first seen the symbol for their homeworld. The closer we got, the more we saw it was nothing of the sort. A small gray moon orbited the planet in a stark contrast of dullness and beauty.

“Hold on,” Mary said as we eased into the atmosphere. Gravity tugged at us, but the ship’s built-in inertia dampers made it nothing more than a light shake.

“Wow,” Slate said from beside me. I had to agree. The land was colorful, like the showcase at a rock and gem store on Madison Avenue. Janine had taken me there a couple times, and I could still see her face as she’d longingly looked at the expensive specimens. We’d left empty-handed each time.

Mary took us lower, toward a section of land covered by orange gemstones. As we got closer, I could make out the independent mountains of glorious stones. A wide river of water flowed between a valley of gemstone hills, and it wasn’t until we were right above them that we fully understood how large they were.

“This is amazing.” Mary slowed and flew us lower, careful to stay far enough away from the jutting peaks and terminations.

“I feel like we shrank, and I’m looking at a crystal showpiece,” I said.

“Should we land and check it out?” Slate asked.

Mary shook her head from the pilot bench. “This isn’t it. The image I was shown was blue. Light blue. We just need to find that region.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult. We can see the colors from ten thousand feet up.” I rested my hand on Mary’s shoulder, and she looked behind to see me. Her smile was wide.

“We made it, Dean.” She turned back and increased our altitude, heading over the huge orange ranges.

We kept climbing into the sky. From our current angle, the system’s star was casting brilliant white light toward the world, and the lime green crystals on the ground just before us danced with light and color. We soared through the atmosphere, passing various landscapes. Each colored region brought a slightly different type of crystal and layout. Some were close to the ground, the formations lower and stout. Others, like the white crystals, reached high for the sky, each termination thin and stretched out like tree branches in the autumn. We were covering a lot of distance, but we could only see so much at a time.

An hour passed, and then two, with no sign of the blue region Mary had us looking for.

“What if it’s not here?” she asked, her shoulders slumping just enough to let me know the earlier wind was billowing out of her sails.

I watched a blood-red mountain pass underneath us as we raced through the dusk-colored sky. A tingle coursed through me, from the back of my head down to my toes. We were close. I closed my eyes and saw the Theos shadow from the first time it spoke to me alone, on the virtual version of the island we’d just left.

I was the True. I would help the Theos stop the Unwinding. My back straightened, and all the doubt and worry from the past few days sloughed away from my mind, like a snake shedding its skin. I was too big for the previous version of myself. That version was weak, always concerned with what the future brought, never living in the present where life was really happening.

As I watched, the red crystals flowed into a deep purple, then light purple. The shapes and tones made me think of cubes of Jell-O.

I reminisced about the past few years. All that we’d done; all that I’d done. Why did I still have a block around my mind? I could and would save the universe, if that was what was needed. Mary seemed to sense a change in me, and her posture improved too.

“It’s here,” I said after a long silence. My words were a little too loud, and Slate’s head lifted, like I’d startled him out of a daze. “It’s here.” The words repeated out of my mouth without my intending them to.

“What do you think they look like?” Slate asked.

“That’s a good question. I really have no idea,” Mary said.

“They must be some iteration of the shadow form they portrayed themselves as,” I said.

After a brief pause, Slate said, “Not necessarily. Maybe they were using a form we would understand and recognize to put us at ease.”

A shiver ran through me again, but not a good one. A presence I’d noticed the first time I saw the shadow pour out of the cube we’d brought Sarlun; it gave way so fast that I hadn’t given it another thought until now. I pushed it away. It was just me being overly concerned with every detail.

“You could be right,” Mary said. “When they showed me the ship and the planet’s location, it was the same misty black figure speaking for them.”

“Either way, we’ll find out soon enough,” I said, feeling my heart begin to race in my chest.

Mary was looking back at us and followed my pointing finger to peer at the viewscreen. She and Slate saw what I’d noticed moments before them: a light blue crystal paradise.

Mary’s hands darted to the console, slowing the thrusters so we could coast toward our destination. “That’s it.” Her voice was nothing more than a tight breath.

I walked in front of the white bench and stood enough to the side to give the others a view. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before. Blue crystals merged together to form a pyramid-shaped mountain. It was so high, clouds lingered over the top of it. A massive lake sat on the ground to the left of it, reflecting spectacular colors as the star’s last beams of light coursed over the landscape.

“What is that?” I asked, once again pointing to the screen.

“Where?” Mary asked.

“There, just before the mountain.”

She tapped the controls, and the image zoomed.

“Right over there.” I jabbed a thumb in the air.

The screenshot moved at Mary’s control, and the shape I thought I’d spotted appeared to us.

“Holy crap,” Slate whispered. “That’s their symbol.”

It was the same shape we’d seen on the ice planet. The same shape from the end of the cube map we’d found there. It was the same shape of the space station we’d recently put together for one of the challenges. It was the symbol of the Theos. It looked to be carved out of the crystal ground, water sitting in pools to form the mark.

“Taking us down.” Mary zoomed back out and lowered us toward a flat spot close to the range, but not right at it. We didn’t know where we were supposed to go from there, but investigating the symbol first was probably a good start.

“You’re sure we can breathe the air?” I asked, even though Mary had assured me we’d be able to, countless times during the week-long trip.

She nodded, too distracted to waste words. The ship lurched slightly as it hit the ground. “Sorry about that. I’m just excited to get out there.”

Slate was already reaching for his pulse rifle. “Good call, Slate,” I said. We all slipped into our Theos-gifted EVAs, leaving the helmets off. The fabric felt tight against my skin after being in the flexible jumpsuit for the last week. It would keep us warm and protected out there.

Mary picked up her bow, and I took the other pulse rifle before we headed to the ship’s exit. Mary went first, her quick steps leading to Slate’s more tentative ones down the metallic grate steps. I followed them down and out, gingerly jumping down the last one to land on the hard blue crystalline ground.

The air was fresh. Considering I hadn’t seen any vegetation, I found it surprising.

“How deep down do you think the crystals go?” I asked.

“All the way to the core,” Mary said, standing apart from us, her gaze watching the gargantuan crystal protrusion a mile or so away.

“Where there’s water, there’s life.” Slate’s use of the old adage was an apt one. But was that life the Theos?

“Let’s go. It’s getting dark, and we don’t know what’s out there.” Mary passed us each puck-shaped lights that clipped on to our collars. She’d found them on the ship as we’d explored it during the week traveling on board. Mine flickered on as soon as I attached it, sending a widespread beam forward. Slate clipped his on and turned the front dial, adjusting the spread of his beam to a narrow one, giving him more focused lumens.

“All set.” Slate unslung his pulse rifle, and we looked down to the symbol and toward the mountain from atop a cliff. The ledge forced us in a single direction, and we let the slope funnel us lower. The crystal ground was solid and far less slippery than I imagined it would be. If it rained here, it would be a nightmare to walk on.

“Watch your steps,” Slate warned. “There are little pieces of the rock sticking out everywhere.”

It was going to get harder to see them all as night took hold over the dusky sky. I tried to keep myself from looking at the surroundings and focused on the ground before me.

Mary was the first to take a spill, but Slate was there to catch her before she hit the ground. He grunted as his large arm darted out to prevent her from smashing down.

“Thanks, Zeke.” Mary brushed herself off.

The declining slope tapered out, and soon we were at the bottom of the crystal mound.

“We should be able to get to the symbol in a few minutes.” Slate rested his hand on a gemstone wall. Something moved on the other side of it, showing up as a shadow through the thick light-blue substance. He pulled his hand back, and we aimed our light beams on it.

A dozen eyes looked back at us, all wide, each the size of a teacup saucer.


Twenty-Eight

Slate and I scrambled back, our rifles in our hands and ready to fire in a split second. Mary walked past us, around the three-foot-wide crystalline cluster. As she moved behind it, we could see her take up the entire surface of the wall. It acted as a magnifying glass and a circus mirror at the same time.

“It’s so cute,” she said.

I kept the rifle up and followed Slate to where Mary was cooing over a palm-sized creature. Its wide eyes were only the size of dimes, and it resembled a mix between a gecko and a kitten. The multi-faceted crystals had refracted the small animal in multiple directions on the other side.

“I don’t think you’ll need a weapon.” Mary gestured toward my rifle, which was pointing at the small animal.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” I said, not lowering it.

“You think it’s here to hurt us?” Mary asked. She crouched down and talked quietly to the creature, who regarded her with confusion. It didn’t have the common sense to be afraid.

“Maybe it’s a Theos,” Slate said, chuckling to himself.

“As much as I doubt that, how do we know?” I leaned down to it. “Are you a Theos?” I asked it in the same baby-talk voice Mary was using.

Mary gave me a light elbow to the gut that sent the creature scattering away from us.

“Look, you scared it away,” Slate said.

“Let’s follow it.” Mary was already chasing after the little thing, which walked on four nimble legs. It didn’t seem to have fur or scales. Its skin reminded me more of an armadillo’s gray hide.

“Mary, wait. Why are we wasting our time chasing this thing?” I asked, running after her.

“Because it might lead us to them. I saw the spark of intelligence in the little guy’s eyes.”

It was heading in the same direction as we were, regardless, so I kept my opinion to myself. It was hard running and keeping firm footing on the always sloping and uneven crystal ground. We stopped just before the Theos symbol, which was much larger than I’d originally thought. The small creature was also perched at the water’s edge. It looked down at its own reflection, then back to us, before scurrying around the linear ledge and toward the blue crystal mountain beyond.

I knelt at the water, rubbing a gloved hand along the clean-cut border of the Theos symbol. It was smooth, and I was curious how deep the water went.

“I don’t think this is where we need to go,” I said. With a nod of my head, I gestured at the crystal peaks a mile or so away. “That is.” The whole thing reminded me of my favorite childhood superhero’s fortress. Before I could reference it to the other two, they were already running, once again chasing after the small animal toward our new destination.

While I was thankful for staying in good shape over the last year or two, a few minutes in, I was feeling the burn in my thighs. Maneuvering over the undulating hard surface took more strength and skill than I’d needed while running laps back on the acreage with Mary in the mornings. Maggie would follow along, chasing us, barking at clouds in the sky.

Slate was moving with ease, but Mary was slowing down. I caught up with her just as the landscape began to change. It was dark now, our small lights not giving us enough brightness to safely keep running. As if it sensed this, our pint-sized new friend slowed too. It peered over its shoulder from twenty yards ahead.

Slate’s focused light beam reflected off the animal’s eyes, which glowed green in return. “Look,” he said, moving his beam upward. We were at the foothills of the natural crystal pyramid. Clusters of the gemstone grew from the ground like a forest of flawed stone trees. Our lights cast strange shadows all around the landscape, making me uneasy the thicker the clusters got, and the closer we came to the mountainous wall.

“Do we have to find a way inside?” Slate asked, knowing we wouldn’t have the answer.

“It’s waiting for us,” Mary said, a tinge of awe in her voice. She was right. The creature stood on all fours, its wide eyes beckoning us to follow it. We obliged, and in a couple of minutes, we were at the wall of the pyramid. I leaned against it, noticing the intricate cuts and faces of the humongous crystal stones rising upward from the ground symmetrically. When one terminated, another grew closer to the center, taking its place, ever upward, creating an angled mountainside too sloped to climb with ease.

The air changed in an instant. I noticed for the first time that the whole world had a sort of hum to it, like the stones were alive, moving molecules in a rhythmic internal dance. My body hummed along with it as clouds rolled in above, so quickly I couldn’t imagine it being a natural occurrence.

“Anyone else feel that?” I asked. We were all staring up at the sky, our light beams falling well short of showing us anything but a dark blanket of night and clouds.

“They know we’re here,” Mary whispered.

Wind blew in, a chill against my cheek. At first, I thought it would slow again, but it picked up, sending water droplets down with it.

“It’s raining. Great.” Slate mopped his face with a glove. “We should get inside.”

“They’re forcing us to keep moving. We’re wasting time out here,” I said, sure of my words. Mary was still looking up, rain hitting her face, dripping down her neck and onto her EVA.

“Mary.” I touched her arm softly, and she broke her stand-off with the sky, looking me in the eyes with excitement.

“Dean, we’re here. It’s real.” She squealed and raced ahead of us, toward the animal patiently waiting for us to follow it along the pyramid walls.

A brilliant flash of lightning erupted from the sky above us, illuminating the whole valley for a split second. Moments later, it was followed by a colossal boom of thunder. I covered my ears with my palms, and Slate did the same.

“That was close. Let’s go,” I said, rushing toward Mary as her form vanished from my puck-light beam.

“After you, boss,” Slate said, holding his rifle up and spinning around for one last look as another shot of lightning forked down from the sky. This time, I spotted something above us.

“A ship!” I called over the lightning.

Mary looked up and saw it too. “It’s the same kind from the space station challenge. What do they want, and how did they find us?” she asked. She was right. It was small, hornet-shaped, with tendrils identifying it as belonging to the insectoid race.

“It’s too late. We have to keep going,” I said. Slate looked anxious to shoot them down, but he wouldn’t be able to hit them from this distance. Even if he could, I doubted his pulse rifle would do any damage.

We ran along the base of the mountain for a minute or two before the rain really started coming down, causing each footstep on the smooth surface to become a rolled ankle threat, or worse. I looked up from watching my feet to see Mary standing to the side, looking toward the wall. I slid on the ground, splashing water, and narrowly avoided knocking her over.

“It went in there,” she said, pointing to a hole just large enough for a human to squeeze through.

I opened my mouth to reply, and a gust of wind shot a torrent of rain at my face. I spit out acrid water and moved to the entrance. “We should be able to fit. I’ll go first.” I didn’t know what I was about to find, but the way Mary was going forward with reckless abandon, I didn’t want her getting inside first. She didn’t argue with me as I stuck my left leg into the opening, which was a square hole three feet off the ground. I twisted my body, ducking into it and bringing my right leg through as my other was planted.

Once inside, I held my pulse rifle up, moving it along with my light to see if there was a threat nearby. I was in a crystal corridor, my beam reflecting and bouncing down the hall, igniting a path of light. “Come in,” I said to the others. It was dry inside, and water pooled off me onto the otherwise spotless floor.

Mary’s lithe figure slid into the opening, followed by Slate, who struggled to fit. He stuck a hand out, and I helped pull him through.

“Good thing I’m wet. I might not have made it through if it wasn’t raining.” Slate wiped his face again and took a look around, checking both of the corridor’s directions before letting his rifle relax beside him.

“Where’s our leader?” Mary asked, scanning for the animal we’d followed inside.

“It went that way.” I pointed to our left, the direction I’d seen it running when I first entered. Slate shone his light down there, and we saw the animal’s green eyes looking back at us. Inside, our lights gave us better visibility than they had in the night sky, and we easily followed the trail of the small-legged creature, who was either guiding us somewhere or running away from us.

Change the universe. Kareem’s dying words looped through my mind as we wound our way through the crystal caverns. Energy vibrated throughout my body, over my soul. I’d had the feeling I was being placed in certain situations a few times since the Event had transpired, and this was no different. I was meant to be here, now.

The crystal clusters were smaller inside, beneath the ten- and twenty-yard pieces of solid stone layering over one another to create the pyramid. Here they acted as walls, some rising from the ground, others lowering from above; sparkling stalagmites and stalactites. As we went deeper, moving into the heart of the mountain, we had to be careful not to hit them or get jabbed by any sharp edges. Everything was a brilliant blue, like the color of a Midwestern summer’s afternoon sky.

“Are we going to ignore the fact that the insectoids are here?” I asked Mary, who was slowing as the animal changed from a flurry of motion to a walk.

“They want to find the Theos first. I don’t know how they got the intel to find this world, but they can’t be the ones. We don’t know them and can’t trust them. Sarlun told us he didn’t know much about them, other than the fact that they’re extremely religious.” Mary was right. We didn’t know much. They had attacked us only a couple of days ago, and we’d been forced to kill some of them. I didn’t think they’d be forgiving of that fact.

“They won’t find the Theos first,” Slate said, his voice somber, the last two words echoing a few times.

“What makes you say that?” I asked. He didn’t reply.

He was ahead of us, and when we caught up to him, the corridor gave way to a wide room with a vaulted crystal ceiling. The blue stone glowed softly; every square inch of the hall was lit up.

Mary reached her hand out, taking my arm. I felt her weight push on me, and I held her up firmly. We were in the presence of an ancient race. My knees weakened as well, the whole floor vibrating enough here to be noticeable to all of us.

“It’s them,” Mary said, releasing her grip on my arm. The floor in the center of the room recessed; long thin stairs were cut into the crystal, leading us down. On closer inspection, it appeared the steps had been formed that way. I wondered if any of this world was natural, or if it was created with the interference of a powerful race of beings.

“Where are they?” I asked. I stepped onto the floor level of what I immediately thought of as the throne room. A seat grew out of the crystal twenty yards away, but it was empty. The whole place was empty.

The little wide-eyed animal stood still before darting away, past our legs and back the way we’d come. It appeared its job was fulfilled.

Mary walked away from me and stood directly in the center of the room, in the space the animal had just occupied. She spun around, looking for a sign of something, anything.

“It’s empty. Son of a bitch! It’s empty!” she screamed. She thrust clenched fists in the air above her head in frustration. “We’ve come so far! Too far!”

I was oddly calm, and somewhat relieved by their absence. I wanted nothing more than to go home, without any more talk of the Theos. I didn’t want to think about another challenge, or the Event, or the damned portals. I was ready to toss my Gatekeeper title into the trash and start a family with Mary. It was time. We were owed at least that much.

Slate looked exhausted, his face stoic and unreadable.

I moved to be with Mary, and as I reached her, she slid to the ground, tears streaming down her pink cheeks. “They’re not here.”

I knelt on the ground beside her and kissed the top of her head, which was wet from the rain. “It’s okay. We knew there was a chance that their messages were too old, that they might be gone for good.”

“I didn’t believe that. I really thought they’d be here,” Mary said, sounding more composed with each passing second.

“Boss,” Slate said, running toward us, “what is that?” His voice was strained, and I looked up just in time to see a black mist rising from beneath the crystal floor as it poured into Mary’s mouth, then my own.


Twenty-Nine

Ohio was dull. I longed for school to start again as the dog days of summer slowed life down to a crawl. My friends were all gone on vacations, leaving me alone with nothing to do but help my dad around the house and weed the garden with my mom. She hated the way I pulled weeds, always trying to pluck them from the tops instead of digging them out from the roots.

I didn’t care either way. I just wanted to finish the chore so I could go sit behind the barn under the elm tree and finish my book. I was nose-deep into a classic science fiction book. Honestly, I couldn’t even remember the name of it, but it had robots, and aliens, and an intergalactic strife of some sort. There was even a tinge of romance, which, for a fourteen-year-old boy, was foreign and exhilarating at the same time.

My mother smiled at me, asking if I’d like something to drink. Sweat beaded on my acne-covered forehead, and I forced a smile back, saying I would. Lemonade would hit the spot. She got up, her knees creaking, and left me to bask in the heat alone, hundreds of weeds still mocking me from the vegetable garden plot. I loved my mother. I saw how hard she always worked, and it made me strive to keep up, even though I didn’t want to help. I did it without complaint, for her.

When her form was nothing but a dot against our house, I stood up and took a break. There would be plenty of time for weeding when she got back. My back was aching, and it was hot something fierce.

I closed my eyes, black dots racing in front of my eyelids. When I opened them, someone was there. Fear instantly crept into my mind, sharp daggers ran down my spine, and I nearly screamed for my mother.

Something held me back, and the black figure solidified into something from one of my books. It was shaped like me, and when I lifted my right hand, its left hand followed like a mirror.

“What are you?” I asked it.

For a moment, I expected it to copy my voice, my words, but it spoke in a deep tone. “What I am is life. Or death.”

I was still scared, but part of me knew this wasn’t real. This was a hallucination from being out in the heat too long. My father called it heatstroke, and he always warned me to stay hydrated. I looked back to see if my mother was coming, but she was still inside the house.

I looked again at the form, which moved its head in time with mine. “What do you want?”

“Are you the True?” it asked.

What an odd question. I didn’t know how to answer it. The name felt familiar. The True. I tried the name out aloud, and my tongue felt fat as I said it three times in a row. “The True.”

“Are you the True?” it asked again.

I shook my head. “I don’t know what that is. I might be, though.” My books sometimes had riddles in them, and I didn’t want to discount the possibility of adventure, even if it was just in my head. “What does the True need to do?”

“The True is all and nothing. The True will bring darkness where there is light.”

I shivered in the afternoon sun. Darkness. I saw myself in the figure mimicking my movements and felt sick. I wasn’t the True. This figure was tainted. Bad. Terrible.

Evil.

The word rolled over my mind, and I said it quietly.

“There is no evil. Just balance. You are not the True. You are too weak. Be gone.”

I fell backwards, feeling a lush tomato plant soften my fall. My vision was blurry as I lay there, the smell of dirt heavy in my nostrils. I tried to rise up, to tell the figure to leave, but it was already gone. My mother was there above me, leaning over me with concern etched across her forehead.

“Dean?” a man’s voice called, shaking me by the shoulders.

“Mom, I’m okay. It’s just heatstroke,” I said, still lying down.

“Dean, what the hell are you talking about?” Slate asked.

I blinked away my blurry eyesight and saw my big friend huddled over me.

“What happened?” I asked him, trying to remember what I’d just seen. My mother was there, and weeds. The smell of soil still lingered in my nose.

Mary was on the ground beside us, and I scrambled off my back and over to her. Her eyes were closed, but she was breathing normally.

“How long was I gone?” I asked, wondering why Slate was unaffected. “Were you gone too?”

“Gone? No. The black stuff shot into you two, and you were down for just a minute before you woke,” Slate answered.

Mary’s eyes shot open and she took a deep breath, like a drowning victim fighting to get air into their lungs.

“Mary! Are you okay?” I asked.

She didn’t reply at first. She looked at me and set a warm palm to my stubbled cheek. Her eyes were watery and she gave me a sad smile before her look changed and she roughly pushed my touch aside, getting to her feet. Her movements were rigid, uncertain. The Mary that had gazed into my eyes moments ago wasn’t there.

“Mary, what is it?” I asked, stepping toward her. I walked into an invisible energy shield around her and jumped back at the jolt.

“Mary…” a voice said from her mouth. It wasn’t hers.

“Mary! Come back!” I yelled, making for her another time, but again, I was painfully reminded I couldn’t get near her. The memory of the figure standing beside me in my mom’s garden came back. Evil.

I started for her again, but Slate was there, grabbing hold of my arm. I shoved him, but he held firmly. “Boss, this isn’t her. Something stayed inside her. Let’s talk to it. Rationalize. Maybe they don’t mean any harm.”

But they did. I could feel it in the pit of my stomach. They meant much harm.

“What do you want with Mary?” I yelled at it.

The Mary-thing stood only a few feet away, and I noticed the black speckles of mist floating around her whole body. “I owe you nothing.”

“You put us through hell and back, and now you’ve taken my wife? I’d say you owe me something. The Theos were supposed to be good.”

Mary’s eyes narrowed when I said the ancient race’s name. “The Theos were weak. They could have been powerful. Instead, they turned on us.”

This wasn’t a Theos. I looked around the crystal throne room, realizing we’d been duped this whole time. “It can’t be. The symbol. The ice planet. The challenges. The Theos shadow…”

It laughed, a deep throaty noise Mary had never made before. “Would anyone have played along if they knew it was for the Iskios?”

I’d never heard the name and wondered if telling it that would help or hurt my cause. I ignored the bait. “Why? To what end?”

“We’ve been here for countless cycles of this world. Hundreds of your lifetimes. But it was worth it.”

Slate stood beside me, his rifle raised. Seeing him point the weapon at Mary made me want to punch him. Instead, I set a hand on the barrel and pushed it down. He nodded to me and relaxed his grip on the weapon.

“Worth it? How?” I was piecing together information, but also trying to stall. There had to be a way out of this.

“Mary. The challenges weren’t for the weak of heart. Only a True vessel would have made it this far. Dean,” it started, before taking a brief pause. Mary’s head tilted to the side like a curious puppy’s. “You intrigue us. Had it been you, we would have taken you. You could have been the True.”

Without hesitation, I shouted the words. “Then take me instead!”

Mary’s head went side to side slowly. “It’s too late. She is us. We are her. She is the True. Her heart beats twice.”

“To hell with that. You said I’d make a good vessel. Take me. I’m the Hero of Earth. I’m a world saver. I’m a Gatekeeper.” I was yelling, tears racing down my face. More quietly I said, “I’m the Kraski killer and barterer of planets.” Only after I spoke did I catch its phrasing. Her heart beats twice.

“Yes. We know all of this. But where you hesitate, Mary accepts and reacts. She is stronger than you. She is the True. She also holds a spawn. This is a pleasant surprise.”

Everything went numb. She was pregnant. We were going to have a family. It all came crashing in on my thoughts when I looked at her, knowing she wasn’t in control. “You lie. She’s not.”

“I need not explain anything to you. I know truths. Be gone.”

Slate stepped between us. “Boss, I don’t think this is going the way you want it to. We need to pivot.” He turned to it. “Where are the Theos?”

Mary’s lips curled back in disgust. “They lie waiting as well. In order to seal us away, they sacrificed much. The universe has two sides to it. Opposing forces. We are those forces.”

My hand was shaking, seeing Mary speaking those words in a stranger’s voice. “The yin and yang. The black and white,” I whispered. Mary was pregnant. I wanted to fall to my knees and beg it to take me instead.

It laughed again, louder than last time. “Yes, indeed. We do not have time for you anymore. There is much to do. The Unwinding is upon us.”

“What’s the Unwinding?” I asked, feeling like the end was near. I needed to know, either way.

“You won’t find out.” Mary had turned her back to us. I walked forward, feeling the energy field against my outstretched hand.

“Mary, don’t do this. You can fight them. It’s right. You are strong. We can have our family now. You’re stronger than I’d ever be,” I pleaded.

Slate looked at me with grim determination. He was ready to fight but knew it would do no good. I wanted to tell him to run, to save himself, but he wouldn’t leave my side.

Mary lifted a hand. Black energy flickered at her fingertips like dark lightning. She was still turned away, straight-backed and still. Slate stepped in between us, resolved to protect me even now.

A pulse blast echoed through the room, and a crystal shard the size of a person fell from the ceiling, shattering right beside Mary. She stumbled out of the way and fell to the ground. I looked back to the entrance we’d come in, and two insectoid aliens stood there, guns raised.

“The Iskios cannot be freed!” one of them said through a translator and fired a volley of shots at the ceiling again.

Mary, from her seated position, waved her hand toward them. Black mist shot like a bullet across the open room, striking each of them in the chest. Dark webs slowly covered their bodies, and with a pop, they were both gone. No sign of them remained.

Crystal chunks fell from the ceiling, breaching the barrier of energy set by the Iskios. The crystals. Of course. They held power, much like the green ones we’d used to avoid being pulled from Earth by the Kraski beams.

As the rocks continued to fall from above, Mary was being covered in them. I ran to her, expecting the shield to stop me, but it didn’t. I tossed large shards of broken gemstones to the side, trying to find my wife under the rubble. Slate came to help; eventually, we worked through the pile and found her chest, then face. It was red with blood, and her eyes blinked open to see me.

“Dean?” she asked.

“Mary! We’re going to get you out!” Her body was still covered in crystals, battered and broken by the fallen rocks.

“Dean, I can’t fight them. I love you.”

I touched her face, seeing her eyes start to mist up with black speckles. “I love you too.”

Her hand shot up from beneath the broken blue stones. “I send you home!” she screamed in defiance to the Iskios, and I felt a tugging at my being. I was being pulled away from her, Slate beside me.

“Mary!” I yelled, but it was too late. I saw the crystals flowing away from her body and saw her stand, her broken body mending itself. She looked at us with cold, calculating eyes as we flew away, up and into the ceiling. We weren’t solid. I tried to talk to Slate, to yell for him, but nothing came out.

Everything turned to darkness.


Thirty

“Dean, you need to eat something,” someone said. I didn’t know who it was anymore. The voices of concern were jumbling through my head after I’d holed up in my bedroom for over a day. Or was it two now? I didn’t know. Slate and I had appeared on New Spero, on my front lawn, with no recollection of how we got there. At first, I’d only intended to isolate myself in order to come up with a plan, but the longer I lay there, the harder I found it to move.

“Boss, if you don’t come out, I’m going to break the door down and drag you out here. It’s been two days, and we need to focus,” Slate said. I thought about calling his bluff, but he was right.

But the pain of it all was too much to bear. Mary was gone, with our child inside her. I rolled over, pulling the blankets off my head. I was on Mary’s pillow, and I could still smell her honey and lemon shampoo on the pillowcase.

The room was musty and dark, and the first thing I did was pull back the black curtains to see what time it was. The sun was high and bright. Mid-morning on New Spero. Seeing the lush green grass and foliage out back was enough to get me to open the door. It was high time to stop hiding from the fact that Mary had been taken by some evil Iskios bastards, and time to do something about it.

The door opened. Magnus, Natalia, Slate, my sister Isabelle, and her husband James were all there. Worried looks spread over them all, and Isabelle ran to me, wrapping her arms around me, giving me comfort the way only family could. Slate was cleaned up, shaved, and wearing casual clothing. It looked strange on him after our last week of EVAs and adventures.

A dog barked, then another, and Carey was rubbing his head into my shins before making way for Maggie and the others to jump up on me and bark their hellos. I choked back a response and knelt to the ground, petting the dogs, feeling grateful for their love and affection as they licked and played with me.

“I’m so sorry, Dean,” Isabelle said.

“Buddy, we’ll figure this out. Mark my word. We’ll find her, and we’ll bring her back home.” Magnus’ hand squeezed my left shoulder.

I wiped my hand over my face, feeling a week or so’s worth of stubble growing out. I needed a shower, and food. I needed Mary.

“Damn right we will.” I smelled food from the kitchen and saw a cooling pile of pancakes on the table. Dirty plates lingered around the space.

“Eat something,” Natalia said. For the first time, I noticed she wasn’t pregnant any longer.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked her.

She nodded and smiled, despite the somber mood of the room. With loss, there was life, only Mary wasn’t lost yet. She was far from it.

“Patrice. Her name is Patty,” Natalia said, tears forming in her eyes.

“It’s perfect. I can’t wait to meet her.” I slunk to the table, grabbed a plate, and set to eating a couple of cold syrup-drenched pancakes while the others discussed our next course of action.

“We don’t know where the planet is, but we know who does,” Slate said.

“Who?” Magnus asked.

“The insectoids. They surprised us twice and were hell-bent on stopping us from releasing the Iskios. They’re the key to this,” Slate said, cracking his knuckles.

“How do we find them?” James asked, and I gave my old friend a weak grin. It felt like two worlds colliding, having him sitting around discussing our insane adventures and current predicament.

“James, imagine if our twenty-five-year-old selves could see us now,” I cut in. “Slate’s right, and we find them on the hybrids’ world. We’ve seen their kind there twice. Leslie and Terrance will be able to help us.”

“Will they, though?” Nat asked.

I thought about it and decided I wasn’t sure. But I had to put on a strong face. “They will.” One way or another. Nothing was going to come between me and finding my wife. Nothing.

“When do we go?” Magnus asked.

I shoved the last bite of pancake in my mouth and chewed slowly. “We go tomorrow. First, I need to see someone.” The period alone in my room had been good for me. I’d had a lot of time to soak in my new reality and to decide my course of action.

“Who?” Slate asked.

“Sarlun. He has to know more than he was letting on. The Gatekeepers have been keeping secrets.”

____________

Mary stood atop the crystal pyramid. It wasn’t a throne, like Dean had suggested; it was a graveyard. The whole world marked the Iskios’ burial grounds. Those arrogant Theos thought they could sacrifice themselves and save the universe. Little did they know the Iskios would never let that happen. They’d set a plan in motion to find a physical vessel, like the ones stripped from them by their enemies.

Millions of bodies were buried on Lainna, the crystal world; only then, it was a near-dead world, with little atmosphere or gravity. The energy of the Iskios had created what was here now, the stones emerging from the fallen Iskios. Mary was impressed and proud of the outcome. Lainna was where their journey had begun millennia ago, and the Theos had thought it was where their legacy would end. But they were so wrong.

Mary watched as the star rose beyond the distant crystal peaks, each housing thousands of her brethren. Now they would rise up to do their final bidding. Their fate had been sealed countless ages ago, and each knew their purpose. The Unwinding was upon them.

Mary knew all of this, as she was now Iskios, one of the Ancients. As the first rays of light cast themselves over her, she raised her hands toward the heavens. Power crackled throughout her. She smiled as useless human tears spilled down her cheeks. Black mist rose from the ground, from the crystals. Each buried Iskios was released from their resting place and combined together, forming a swirling vortex of energy and supremacy.

Different colors from the crystals merged with the immense cloud of swirling black mist, the pigment of the stones adding to the influence of the Iskios vortex.

Mary felt the entire world in her body. Her family was with her once again. Black energy coursed through her, mist clinging to her hair and clothing as she floated off the crystal pyramid and into the air. Higher she flew. A bubble of atmosphere circled her as she entered the blackness of space. The vessel needed oxygen to live, and the Iskios wouldn’t let the vessel come to any harm.

Mary could feel the life inside her for the first time. The spawn she and her mate had created was strong. It added to her own strength, and Mary understood the importance of this. She was the True. She and her child together were the True.

She floated on, higher and higher, Lainna becoming smaller with each passing minute. The vortex of mist followed her, swirling ever larger, until every inch of the world below became colorless. Each crystal was now tint-free. Where they were once a kaleidoscope of color, they were now clear.

The vortex spun powerfully, and as it passed Lianna’s closest moon, Mary watched the huge chunk of rock pull off its axis, breaking free from the confines of gravity. The rock broke apart, devastated and consumed by the vortex before it. It was frightening and glorious.

Mary smiled widely. Yes. She was the True. The wielder of the Unwinding.
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Prologue

The destruction was palpable. Life forces were snuffed out as the fabric of their reality was sucked into the swirling, ever-growing vortex.

Mary stood on the farthest moon in the solar system, its cold surface hard against her boots. From there, she could see the Unwinding’s unforgiving power; but more than that, she could feel every ounce of energy pouring into it as entire planets were devoured.

She’d started with the system’s star, and what a rush of adrenaline that had been. She felt the vortex slowly growing with every planet’s addition. Each entity and consciousness it ate fed the annihilation, and Mary knew she was accomplishing the Iskios’ goal even faster than they’d originally expected.

As the colorful vortex continued through the system, it came into view, and tears spilled down her mortal face inside her atmospheric bubble. Tears of joy. Of accomplishment. Of sadness.

Mary shook her head, trying to clear out the never-ceasing voice of reason that lingered in the back of her mind: a tiny pecking at her brain, telling her this wasn’t right. That she could stop all of this, that she just needed to concede to the voice, to give it back control.

Images of another human mortal flashed into her mind: short dark hair, graying at the sides, a smile that made her heart warm. A name. Dean Parker.

“Begone!” she screamed. Her hand rested on her belly, where she could feel a change. The spawn was growing inside her, and she could feel its energy already spanning into her bloodstream. There was no time for this vessel’s motives.

The Unwinding was upon them, and they had a lot to do.

Mary watched as the last planet in the solar system was swallowed by the gaping, swirling maw of the vortex. She floated off the small lonely moon toward the next target, staying just long enough to see the moon ripped apart before she closed her eyes and vanished.


One

“I need to see Sarlun,” I said to the paisley-robed guard approaching me in the Shimmali Shandra room. As always, the stark whiteness of the chamber reminded me of a hospital room. If I closed my eyes, I could hear the soft beeping of the machines Janine had been hooked up to all those years ago.

The guard’s elongated snout twitched. “He’s not available.” The translator I was wearing allowed us to speak to one another with ease.

“Then make him available!” I shouted, not willing to put up with any barricades today. Mary’s loss was still fresh. The void left from her abduction by the Iskios had burrowed deep into my soul. Nothing was going to keep me from getting back to her.

“I’ll see what I can do,” he said, his tweets and chirps sung in a staccato tone. He left the room, leaving me alone in the white space, making it feel even more like a hospital waiting area.

Magnus was going to be angry I hadn’t brought him along. When I’d woken up in my house alone a couple of hours earlier, I’d decided I needed to see Sarlun one-on-one. He didn’t know Magnus well, and I wanted him to be as open as he could be. As a Gatekeeper, he wouldn’t share any inside knowledge with someone not sworn in.

The doors slid open, and Suma came rushing forward. She wrapped her little arms around me, as had become her custom when seeing one of us. I held her tight, trying to understand the translation of the erratic noises she was making.

“Calm down, Suma. What is it?” I asked.

She separated from me and stood back. I noticed how much taller she was, and that her eyes were damp. She was nearing adulthood for a Shimmal, and I was proud of how smart and caring she was.

“Is it true?” she asked.

Word had somehow gotten around. That was interesting. I nodded. “It’s true. They took her.”

“How? I don’t understand.”

We moved into the hallway, and she led me toward her father’s office. “I was told he wasn’t available.”

“He’s here. They’re always told to say that to any unscheduled visitors.” Suma was greeted by a few other Shimmali people as we wound our way around the building.

We arrived at his office doors, and Suma typed in a code on a panel; the doors slid open after the console beeped and turned green. Sarlun sat behind his desk, staring out a window at the lush landscape below.

He jumped when I cleared my throat, like he hadn’t even known someone had entered his space. When he saw us, he stood, his snout drooping low.

“Dean. I’m surprised to see you,” he said, motioning for me to have a seat. “Suma, can you leave us, please?”

“Father, I want to stay. I can help.”

“Suma…”

I cut him off. “Let her stay. She’s old enough, and she’s one of the few I actually trust around here.”

Sarlun cringed and twitched before speaking. “Fine. Suma, remain silent.”

“Yes, Father.” She sat in a chair, her legs just long enough for her feet to touch the ground.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

Sarlun watched me closely, and I could see his brain calculating what I was leaving out.

“Damn it, Sarlun, we’re on the same team. Why didn’t you tell me about the Iskios?”

He’d been holding a glass, and he dramatically let it slip from his grip, shards shattering against the stone-lined floor. We all watched as the red liquid rolled toward the edge of the room.

“Iskios!” he shouted, standing up once again. He turned his back to us and looked out the window. His hands flicked open and closed. “This can’t be. You must be mistaken.”

It was my turn to stand up. Blood boiled throughout my body, and every inch of me flushed in an instant. “Must I? Must I be mistaken?” I crossed the room in seconds, grabbing the Gatekeeper by the short collar, and I shoved him harder than I intended against the wall. “Tell that to Mary! Tell that to my wife, who’s now possessed by them!”

“Dean! Stop!” Suma was at my side, trying to pull me off her father.

I looked to her worried face and back to Sarlun, who was staring at me with wide black eyes. He didn’t try to fight back or yell at me; he just stood there, taking the abuse.

I loosened my grip, and he slumped away from the wall. Suma was gaping at me with fear, and she backed away. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do,” I said.

“Dean, tell me what happened.” Sarlun had come forward, and he set a hand on my forearm.

The fight drained out of me and I sat back down, elbows on my knees, hands on my face. “They took her, Sarlun. It was them all along. The artifacts, the challenges. It was them, not the Theos. They were looking for a vessel. They found her.”

Sarlun leaned against the front of his desk. “No.”

“Yes. We were so blinded by the idea of finding the Theos, we didn’t even think there could be anyone else behind it,” I said.

Suma crossed the room and grabbed me a glass of red liquid, bringing it back in two hands. I accepted it with a forced smile and took a long drink. The fruity sensation hit me, and I perked up as the natural sugars flowed into my bloodstream.

“The Iskios…” Sarlun said quietly.

“I assume you’ve heard of them.” I knew he would have, and initially my anger at not knowing about them was directed at him for withholding the information. As I sat talking with him, I was no longer mad. He likely hadn’t thought discussing them was important at the time. Now it was a matter of life and death.

“I have. Long ago, and I mean long ago, before the modern expansion of the universe, there were two races. They lived in separate corners of that chartered galaxy, and it’s said they didn’t even know of one another for a millennium.” Sarlun got himself another beverage and settled in behind his desk to tell the tale. “Eventually, one of the races became advanced enough to begin exploring space. Rumors say the Theos learned it first, but other texts claim it was the Iskios. No one really knows.”

I made a mental note to take every file, book, or drawing Sarlun had access to on the topic.

He continued. “They worked together, the races similar, yet so different. Eventually, the Theos found out their new expanded family was to be feared. As they explored the universe together and came across newly-evolved races, the Iskios only wanted to exploit them, to mutilate and adapt the beings to their needs. It went against everything the peace-loving Theos had built their history on. One particular time, it’s said, the Iskios enslaved a race in secret and forcefully adapted them to become a food source for the rich. The Theos found out and abolished their treaty, and warned the Iskios to cease their destruction. They threatened war against the other side if they so much as interfered with another race.”

Suma sat forward, listening intently to a story she hadn’t heard before. I was on the edge of my seat too, wondering where it was all going.

“Years passed, and centuries turned to millennia. The Theos lost communication with the Iskios as they set forth and colonized countless worlds, leaving the strange beings to their own devices. The Theos were tactful and tried to not interfere with new races. Eventually, they heard more terrible tales of the Iskios destroying worlds and trying to harness the power of the black hole in order to threaten entire solar systems. That was it. The Theos were powerful. They had technology unlike anyone had ever imagined. Humans would consider them magic wielders, but it was not trickery. It was pure science and energy manipulation that they dealt in.

“The story goes like this: the Theos created the portals, or Shandra, on any known world the Iskios had set foot on. They then manufactured a device that would identify every Iskios in the universe, using a functional DNA detector. From there, they roamed for centuries, capturing each and every Iskios out there. It took the Theos countless years, but they did it, and from there, no one knows what happened.”

He took another swig from his glass, and his snout rose as he kept talking. Suma and I sat in silence, letting the Gatekeeper convey his story.

“The Theos themselves disappeared after that. No sign of them either. Rumors say they destroyed each other in an epic battle of all battles. The Ancients, they called them: Theos versus Iskios. The Ancients destroyed one another, leaving the universe without the first two races that ever existed.”

I leaned back, trying to take it all in. “So the Iskios knew what was coming? They had time to make this crazy plan of finding a vessel?”

“I suppose anything is possible,” he said before adding, “I can’t believe I hadn’t considered the Iskios being behind this. Especially after seeing that shadow. They were known for their theatrics.” His tweets and chirps were slowing down, and I could see the strain on him as he sat there, slumping in his chair. “Dean, I’m sorry about Mary. We’ll do anything we can to help find her.”

“Thanks, Sarlun. And I’m sorry about…” I paused, and he just waved a hand in the air, dismissing it.

“There’s something else I have for you.” He flipped the screen on his wall from artwork to a map. With a few taps of his hand, he inputted coordinates into it, and the map zoomed into a faraway world. A familiar symbol appeared beneath it, identifying the planet as a portal world.

“What is it?” Curiosity raced through me, mixed with urgency to get back to the crystal planet where I’d been forced to leave Mary behind.

“This is Bazarn Five, a world of intellectuals, arts, and fine dining. It’s a destination for anyone with enough means to visit,” Sarlun said.

“I’m not in the mood for philosophical discussions with the galaxy’s elite right now.”

“It also houses the universe’s largest library. There you can find… anything about anything. Scholars have spent thousands of years researching and collecting information on every corner out there, and if you’re to find where the Theos are hiding, that’s the best place to start.”

Suma was on her feet, interest piqued at the idea of such a place.

“Why would I be looking for the Theos? I want to find Mary.” Sarlun’s train of thought was veering off the track.

He stopped fidgeting with his glass and looked me in the eyes. “You think you can just find Mary and bring her back? They have her.”

I gulped, my throat raw and dry. Before I could get my two cents in, he kept talking. “If you found her now, she would be nothing more than a vessel. She’s now a harbinger of destruction. She wields the Unwinding.”

“And just what is this Unwinding?” I asked, knowing I wasn’t going to like the answer.

Sarlun paused and looked at his daughter. He reached over and grabbed her hand, pulling her into a hug. He rested his chin on the top of her head as he spoke. “It’s the end of everything. It’s the Iskios using the theory of the black hole to destroy all life and matter in the universe.”

The idea that Mary was wielding anything like that made my skin crawl. “But I have to find her. I have to try.”

He nodded. “So you do. But know there’s only one way to get her back and to stop the Iskios.”

I considered this. It was obvious, but I had nowhere to start. My plan had been to find the insectoids, then find the crystal planet. What if she was gone already? What if they wouldn’t help me? I needed the big guns. Sarlun’s story about their detection invention stuck in my mind. “I find the Theos, they find the Iskios.”

His head bobbed up and down again, and Suma broke free from his embrace. “Father, I want to go with Dean to Bazarn Five. I can help research.”

I was about to decline the offer, to save Sarlun from looking like an unsupportive father; then I remembered how intuitive and resourceful the small alien had been when Slate and I first met her in that abandoned city. Without her, we could still be wandering around the desolate world. “Suma, I’d love your help.”

She chirped in excitement, and Sarlun’s eyes went wide. “Very well. But take care of her.”

“I’ll be back for you, Suma. I have something to do first. I have to know.”

I needed to see if Mary was still on the crystal world, or if she was gone. Then, and only then, could I start my real search for the Theos.


Two

My house had turned into a war zone. Maps covered screens, and printed papers were layered over the table with coffee-cup ring stains all over them. Leonard leaned against the kitchen island, sketching our meeting. Natalia held her baby, Patty, bouncing her on an arm while singing a Russian lullaby softly as the rest of us discussed the plan.

Magnus pushed back in his chair. “Why didn’t Sarlun run this Theos quest you guys went on by the smarty pants at Bazarn before you went?”

“We’ve been through this. We’d likely have been killed just for having it. Then the map would have gone to the highest bidder. We couldn’t trust anyone.”

“And we can now?” Slate asked. Denise was there with him, though she hung at the edge of the room, uncertain what she could do to help. She glanced at her new boyfriend with loving eyes, and though it was obvious to me, I didn’t think the big lug even noticed.

“No. But we aren’t going to tell our contact at Bazarn anything. We’re historians, nothing more,” I said, imagining the likes of Magnus and Slate arriving there, muscles bulging and pulse rifles hard in their grips, looking so unlike historians. “They don’t know anything about humans, so what objection will they have?”

“That may not be true. If they have the universe’s largest known library, they may know everything about us.” Clare finally spoke up. She’d been poking around on her tablet for the last hour, searching for something.

“Good point. Either way, it’ll work. It has to.” I took a sip of coffee and swallowed the cold, bitter brew.

“What’s this about the hybrids?” Nat asked. Patty was resting on her chest, eyes closed, drool spilling onto Natalia’s shirt.

“Terrance and Leslie will know how I can get to those insectoids’ world. I need to find out how they knew where we were on our trip to find the Theos. Or Iskios. Whatever. They tried to stop us. They know where the crystal world is.” It was nearly time.

“We’ll dig through the datasticks Sarlun gave you. You take my husband with you, da?” Natalia demanded more than asked.

“What about me?” Slate asked, standing up quickly and pointing to his chest in defiance.

“Slate, you can sit this one out. You’ve been through a lot, and I can’t ask you to be there by my side all the time. You have a life too.” I glanced over at Denise, who smiled at this.

Slate wasn’t smiling at me. “Is this because she was taken? I know I failed you. And I failed Mary.” His big shoulders slumped forward, and I crossed the room to stand before him.

“Listen here. You did everything you could. Neither of us could have stopped what happened, and I don’t trust anyone to have my back more than you, but I need you here. When it comes time to take the fight to the Iskios, I want you rested and ready for it.”

He straightened at this and gave me a small grin. “Fine. But, boss?”

“Yeah?” I urged him.

“I always knew I was a more kickass sidekick than this guy over here.” He hiked a thumb toward Magnus, who frowned at Slate before barking out a loud laugh.

“This kid is all right.” Magnus wrapped a bulky arm around Slate’s shoulder and put him in a headlock.

“Then it’s settled. Magnus and I leave in the morning. You all find anything you can about the Theos, and when we get back, we’re heading to Bazarn. Got it?” I asked. Everyone shouted their understanding, and I began to fold up the papers on the table.

Symbols of the worlds we’d visited on our quest were sketched out: one for Atrron; one for the world where the Picas had taken over the Apop village; and another for the planet shrouded in darkness, where the Raanna were now free from the moth.

My friends filed out. Nick stuck a fist out, and I bumped it. Clare gave me a kiss on the cheek and told me she would find some gadgets to help us. Natalia told Magnus to grab their son Dean and to take them home. I watched him pick up the boy, who was out cold. It was late at night, well past the child’s bedtime. I was hesitant to bring Magnus with me on the trip, but Nat was adamant, and so was Magnus.

I’d already had an earful from him for ditching him to go to Shimmal alone. Still, I’d leave him behind if I knew I could handle finding the crystal world by myself. Something told me it wasn’t going to be as easy as I wanted.

“See you tomorrow.” Magnus lingered in the doorway and turned to me. “Dean, I know you’re worried, but we’ll see this through. Together.”

“I know we will.”

“And if you leave without me, I’m going to find you out there, and I’m going to make you wish you’d never met me.”

I wanted to laugh at this, but his face didn’t break into a smile. He turned and walked away.

My head was starting to pound, and I heard Maggie scratch to be let inside. She must have gotten out when Clare left.

“Dean,” a voice said from the kitchen, and I realized Leonard hadn’t left yet.

“Leonard. How’re you doing?” I asked the young man. He was looking more fit since our adventure, and his hair was cut shorter, no longer shaggy and covering his eyes. Not only that, but his artwork kept getting better and better.

“I’m okay.”

I glanced over at his drawings and saw the group of us huddled around the table. A speech bubble pointed to my mouth, reading, “We will find my wife!”

It hit home, and I sank onto one of the island stools. “You’re so good at that.”

He shrugged. “What good is it if people are in danger out there?”

“Leonard, we’re all here for different things. You have a gift and telling the Survivors stories with your comics is something the people love to read.” I couldn’t believe just how popular the issues were, especially after the rest of Earth had moved to New Spero. The kid was basically a rock star.

“I really like Mary. I want you to bring her back.” Leonard saw me looking at his stack of drawings, and I caught him tucking one away.

“Can I see it?” I asked.

He hesitated before saying yes. He passed it over to me, sliding the eight-by-ten sheet across the island. It was more detailed than his other work, done in pencil. It was a drawing of Mary embracing me, clearly right after I’d found out she hadn’t been killed by the Bhlat.

He’d captured the moment, and my emotion, so well. This wasn’t one of his over-embellished comic drawings; it was a real piece of art. I held it up, not noticing the tear falling from my eye until it splashed the bottom of the page. I missed her so much.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to be upset,” Leonard said.

“Don’t apologize. This is the best thing I’ve ever seen. Can I keep it?”

“Of course,” he stammered. “It’s yours.”

“Thanks.” I flipped it upside down for now. I couldn’t bear to see it at the moment.

“I want to help too.”

“I’m sure there’s something we can get you to work on. How about you collaborate with Nat on going over the books?”

He shook his head. “I’ve never been that kind of a nerd. I was thinking I could go out there with you.” He pointed to the ceiling.

“We’ll see.” I didn’t want to bring any danger to the kid, but I knew I’d let him help if we needed it. The more people around that cared about Mary, the higher the chance I got her home. At the same time, I didn’t want to get his hopes up.

“Thanks for watching over me.”

“Leonard, you helped me so much back then. You never have to thank me for anything. We’re family now.” I got up and lightly clapped him on the back, nodding to the comic strip. “And we will get my wife back.”

“I know you will. If I’ve learned anything since the Event, it’s this: Dean Parker wins. Every damn time.” He grinned, and I couldn’t help but smile alongside him.

Leonard gathered his drawings up and went home, leaving me alone with Maggie in the house. It felt empty without Mary.

When I turned the lights off in bed, a flash of Leonard’s words hit the back of my eyelids in Comic Sans font. Dean Parker wins.


Three

The portal room on the hybrids’ world had changed. Since it was now being utilized, Leslie had installed a camera system to alert them when someone was arriving or departing. They also kept security nearby, ready to warn of an attack if necessary. The portals were still a secret way of travel, and few knew of their existence. The people we’d transported from Giza to New Spero via the portal system were told that it was the only one in existence, and that it was destroyed afterwards. Most had seemed to buy it.

The portal by Terran Five was under lockdown, and they’d caught several people trying to sneak into it. The Gatekeepers had done a wonderful job keeping the secret of their vast network of worlds, but as with anything, the more minds that knew about them, the higher the chance that word would spread.

Kareem’s body was gone, but a gravestone marked his place of passing. I knelt by it and silently thanked him for all his help. “I wish you were here to help me figure this one out, Kareem.” I said the words quietly, and Magnus left me to it, staying on the opposite side of the room.

Magnus waved at the cameras, giving a big toothy smile. “They can’t hear me, can they?”

I shook my head. At least, I didn’t think they could.

“Good. I sure hope they aren’t going to cover up for their buddies.” He cracked his knuckles.

“Mag, this isn’t going to come to that. You know how much the hybrids have dealt with. Leslie and Terrance are on our side after all we’ve been through. They’ll help us.” Inside, I knew Magnus was right. We’d pry the information from them if we had to. All that mattered was getting Mary back.

“Sure.” He didn’t sound convinced.

We exited to the outdoors. It was nighttime there, insects chirping their mating songs throughout the swampy landscape. Thin clouds blocked some of the starlight, but otherwise, it was a fresh evening. The smell of a recent rain hung in the air. I’d been through some crazy things on this planet, and coming back here always sent me through a flurry of memories.

Mae saving me from the swamp creature, her head resting on my shoulder in a familiar gesture, one I hadn’t picked up on until it was too late. Meeting Kareem for the first time and eventually gaining his trust and help in our effort to beat the Bhlat. Bringing the hybrids to their new home and allowing them a new life. Seeing Kareem die in the portal room, hearing his final words to me: Change the universe.

“You okay, Dean?”

I looked up at Magnus, seeing worry crease his forehead. “Yeah. Just remembering how we got here.”

Before he could reply, the sound of a lander’s thrusters carried to us, and soon we spotted the lights flying toward us from the north.

“Looks like someone was watching the cameras.” Magnus stepped forward, and that was when I noticed the landing pad. That was new. They were really becoming more of a colony than a hiding place for outcasts.

The small lander set down on the concrete surface, its bright lights nearly blinding us before they dimmed. I covered my eyes with a hand stuck straight out, fingers spread just enough apart to see a form jogging toward us.

“Dean! Magnus! It is you.” Terrance was in front of us, the lights behind him casting a long shadow on the grass.

“Terrance. What are you doing making these trips?” I asked.

He smiled at the question. “We all take turns. Not many people come through the portals, so when the alert came I had them check the camera. I didn’t believe them when they said it was you two.”

He gestured toward the lander with his right hand and turned, Magnus and I flanking him as we headed to the transport vehicle. It was shaped much like ours, only a little wider, and it was walled with a heavy-duty black metallic material instead of our lightweight thin outer shells.

“It’s good to see you. We need some help,” Magnus said.

“You guys know we’ll help if we can.”

Terrance got in first, and Magnus gave me a look telling me he was ready for action if it should arise. It was funny knowing a friend so well that the smallest eye contact could tell a story. It was good that he wasn’t trusting; he had a lot to worry about. Not only was he New Spero’s highest commanding officer these days, he was also a husband and father to two children. I had to make sure no harm came to the man beside me.

He entered before me, blocking my way for a few seconds before turning his head and nodding. Terrance hopped into the pilot’s seat, and we took the back bench.

“Where’s Slate and Mary?” The question was so innocent, but it hit me right in the gut.

“That’s why we’re here. Mary’s gone.” The words came out of my mouth stilted.

We were in the air, already flying for their village, and the lander jolted as Terrance jumped in his seat. “What do you mean, ‘gone’?”

“She’s not dead. She’s been taken,” I said.

“Then we have to get her back. Who has her?” He was craning his head around, trying to see us and fly at the same time.

“The Iskios.” I said the name with distaste in my mouth, and a gnawing at the pit of my stomach. For a second, I felt like I was going to be sick.

“The Iskios? I’ve never heard of them. Where are they from?” he asked.

I wasn’t surprised he’d never heard of them. I hadn’t either, until they ruthlessly took Mary. “They’re from a long time ago. We’d better wait to tell the story to Leslie too. I don’t have it in me to tell it twice.”

“Sure. We’ll be there soon.” The lander was already lowering, making quick work of the distance. It was much faster than the time Mary and I had cruised the ground on hover scooters.

Before we knew it, we were on the ground. I hadn’t been there for over a year, but I was amazed at how much the small village had grown. Even in the night, I saw streetlights going for a few blocks, as well as countless buildings with well-lit windows.

“Things have changed around here,” Magnus said, nodding his approval.

“No kidding. We’ve worked really hard to get to this point. We have a couple thousand residents now. A mix of many races, even some humans.” We touched down on the ground, and Terrance led the way out of the lander.

I’d heard that a couple hundred of us had asked to see the hybrids’ world. At first, Terrance had balked at the idea, but he’d warmed up to it when we offered supplies and assistance at making some improvements to their world.

“What are you calling it here anyways? I’m sick of not having a name for it,” I said.

We were on the ground now, and I spotted a few sentries in towers near the small outdoor landing pad. A dozen various ships were parked there, and I squinted, trying to see if an insectoid ship was there. I didn’t see one.

“Haven,” he said, his chest rising slightly.

“Haven.” I let it roll off my tongue. “I like it. The town or the planet?” That there was a whole world with only one small village tucked away on it was mindboggling, but after all the empty or dying planets I’d now visited, seeing one start from scratch was exciting. It was much like our own race’s journey with New Spero.

“All of it, and our village. Easier that way.” Terrance led us past the large complex where we’d first met Kareem when we’d followed him and Leslie there from Earth. It felt so long ago, and it was strange to think it had been much longer for Magnus, since he hadn’t skipped over seven Earth years on that trip.

Even in the dark, we could see how much had changed. Where there had been nothing but empty ground and trees, there now stood an entire town. Houses were close enough together to feel like part of the community, but not right on each other like the old developments on Earth. Large lots spread the neighborhood out, and we passed what looked to be a main street on the right, where businesses were erected.

A faint light could be seen inside one of the buildings, and I curiously stopped to peer inside the window. A group of human men and women were playing some sort of a game with a hybrid and a few other aliens I’d never seen before. Everyone was laughing and having fun; a portable translator was perched in the middle of the table.

My heart leapt at seeing how far we’d all come. They’d truly built a haven here, and I was humbled.

“Mary would absolutely love to see this,” I whispered to no one.

“What’s that?” Terrance asked, not hearing my low speech.

“Nothing. This is just great to see. Everyone together, having fun. It gives us hope for the future,” I said. If the Unwinding was really happening, I needed to stop it, to keep life like this going. Selfishly, my first priority was Mary, but if I got her, I knew we could stop the Iskios. She was their vessel, and without my wife and child, they couldn’t accomplish anything.

We kept walking, and eventually we got to the last house. It was made of huge white logs; a front porch much like my own jutted out, and an inviting walkway led to the front door. Smoke poured from a chimney, the smell of burning wood making me long for more peaceful nights like that at my own home.

“Is this your house?” Magnus asked him.

Terrance nodded, and for the first time, I wondered what period of the night it really was. Had we woken them? He opened the door, and Leslie was standing there in sweat pants and a t-shirt. It was always hard to see her. With her hair cut short, she didn’t look exactly like Janine or Mae, but it was unmistakable that they were cut from the same mould. Either way, Mae was dead, and so was the second Janine. Neither of them had really been married to me, and the only woman that mattered was Mary.

“Magnus.” She hugged him before hugging me as well. We’d had a tumultuous relationship over the years, but we’d come to a mutual appreciation and respect for one another. Terrance had been the one with the hardest shell to crack, but tonight he seemed like a new man.

“What’s the matter?” Leslie asked me, her chilled hands resting on my arms. She could see the pain in my eyes.

“Mary.” I wanted to be strong but seeing Janine’s face brought back the heartache of losing Mary – not that it had gone far over the last couple of days. It kept a permanent home in my chest and liked to remind me of its presence during the quiet times, when I couldn’t distract myself any further.

“Let’s sit,” Terrance said, and he led us into the living room, where custom-made furniture sat in a comfortable pattern. “I’ll get some coffee.”

I changed the subject. “The town’s really coming together. You both must be so proud.”

Leslie looked ready to ask something, but she bit her tongue, feeling the room. “We are.”

“How’s everyone doing? The ones we found at the prison?” Magnus asked.

“They’re thriving these days. They were pretty sick, malnourished, but you’d never know the amount of abuse they took, not anymore.” She paused. “At least, not physically. They still have some tough days mentally, but that’s to be expected.”

I couldn’t imagine having to go through what they had. I was glad to hear they were all healthy, and as happy as they could be.

Magnus perched on a wooden chair, with Leslie beside me on a couch, the cushions hand-sewn and filled with something soft. Terrance set cups down in front of us on the wide coffee table and poured us each a serving of steaming hot coffee.

“It smells amazing,” I said, realizing I’d skipped my morning coffee at home. We’d been in a mad rush to get to Terran Five and head here.

“Tell us what happened to Mary,” Leslie urged.

“You’re not going to believe it. Thinking back, it seems so unlikely, and you’ve seen some crazy stuff yourselves.” I took a sip from my cup, noticing a slight shake in my hand. I was anxious to know something before I told them how Mary was taken. “Those insectoids. Are there any here now?”

“Insectoids?” Terrance asked. “You mean the Padlog? The few of them that were staying here have actually gone back to their home world. I haven’t seen them in quite some time.”

“Padlog,” I said. The name sounded strange as it hit my ears. “What were they doing here in the first place?”

Terrance shrugged. “They had some sort of a deal with Kareem, I think. Come to think of it, they left shortly after he passed on.”

Magnus cut in. “How do we find them?”

“We know where they live. That’s not a problem,” Leslie said, eyebrow raised curiously.

“Can we jump there with the portal?” I asked, hoping for a favorable response. I needed to get to Mary quickly. They were my only connection to finding the crystal world.

“No, but it’s not that far from here. A week by ship,” Terrance answered.

“Damn it!” I yelled, startling our hosts. “I’m sorry. I don’t have a week. It could be too late. It’s already been too long.” I slammed my fist on the table, instantly regretting my action as the pain echoed through my wrist.

“Tell us what happened.” This from Leslie.

“Dean, we’ll do what we have to do. We’ll go see these Padlog and get the answers we need.” Magnus was the ever-reassuring voice of reason. “Tell them.”

I leaned back on the couch, telling the hybrids about the artifact Sarlun had shown us a year ago, and subsequently, the second piece to it we’d found on the ice world.

They were on the edge of their seats as I explained each stop on our quest to find the fabled, mysterious Theos. The sun was beginning to rise as I finished recounting the crystal world and Mary being possessed by the long-dead Iskios.

“That’s…I’m speechless,” Terrance said.

Leslie watched me with sorrow in her eyes. She patted my hand but didn’t say anything at all.

“Now you know why I need to find these Padlog. They’re my only clue, the one link that we were really on a derelict space station above a waterlogged world, and they know where to find the crystal planet Mary sent us home from, before the Iskios seized control of her mind again.

“She’s still inside there. I saw it after the stones fell on her, and if I find her, I can and will pull them out of her. Somehow.” My bravado was falling short in my own heart, because the truth was, I had no idea how to do that.

“When do you want to leave?” Terrance asked.

“Now,” I said. “Now.”


Four

Terrance had finished going over the ship tour when Leslie climbed aboard.

“Terr, I’m going with them,” she said.

“What? You can’t go.” Terrance crossed his arms and stood up straight. “We have obligations to our town.”

Magnus and I stepped back, giving them space to have their not-so-private discussion. Having Leslie around would make the trip that much easier, because she knew how to operate the ship far beyond the half-hour training we’d just been given.

“They don’t need us like they used to. Everyone’s just fine. Better than that, they’re flourishing.” Leslie glanced back at me, sadness in her eyes. “I need this as much as they need my help.”

“Then I’m coming too,” Terrance said forcefully.

She shook her head. “You should stay. Look, we’ll be fine. I know Sergo too. He trusts me. The chances they’ll be forthright with two humans who let the Iskios out, after killing two Padlogs the day before, are slim to none.”

She had a good point, one I hadn’t really considered. I stepped forward, directly beside the two of them, who were facing one another. “She’s not wrong. And we’d love your help, Leslie.”

“Terrance, we’ll make sure she gets home safely. You have my word on it,” Magnus said. The two of them hadn’t always been fast friends, nearly coming to blows under the pyramid of Giza, but they did respect each other.

Terrance’s mouth went rigid in a straight line, and I saw his jaw muscles clench. He was holding something back but kept it to himself. With a bob of his Adam’s apple, he resigned himself to the fact he wasn’t going to win this battle. “Fine. But be careful. We need you here.” His hands reached for hers, and I saw her give it a light squeeze. “I need you.”

Magnus and I walked away from the bridge and toward the open galley. The ship was larger than any we’d been used to. Here on Haven, the options were limited, and Terrance reminded us that the cost of a fleet wasn’t easy to come by. They only had what had been gifted or loaned to them from visitors, or from newly colonized races finding respite on the secret world.

This ship had once belonged to a smuggler. He hadn’t made it as far as Haven, but they’d found his vessel dead in space on one of their trips to a nearby system. His ship had been patched up and made to run again and, as Terrance pointed out, the blood on the bridge had been scrubbed clean.

“You cool with her coming along?” Magnus asked me in private.

“Sure. The more help the better, and she made some good points. They might shoot on sight otherwise.”

Terrance walked past us, saying his goodbyes and good lucks. He walked down the smooth-floored hall to the cargo bay, where the ramp was lowered to the ground at Haven’s outdoor hangar. Leslie came to stand behind us and waved at Terrance as the ramp lifted, a soft beep notifying us that the ship was sealed.

“Thanks for coming,” I said.

“Glad to help. I like Mary.”

“Let’s go find your pal Sergo.” Magnus led the way to the bridge. After being on that tiny ship on the way to the crystal world with Slate and Mary, this felt like going from a canoe to a yacht. Two separate consoles sat two meters apart, facing a large viewscreen, where we could see the other ships idly lined on the landing pad.

What could only be called a captain’s chair sat back and center, with other standing stations along the walls to either side.

“How large of a crew would this ship have?” I asked.

Magnus answered. “We have ones like this now, or a variation of it. Not quite as big, but you’d have seven people on the bridge at any given time, in shifts, and then there’s engineering. A lot can go wrong on a vessel like this, especially when you’re cruising through uncharted territory. I’d estimate with a cook and support staff, you’d be looking at twenty to twenty-five people.”

“I’d have thought more,” I said. There were ten cabins with bunks, four in each, and a captain’s cabin, along with what could only be the first officer’s slightly smaller quarters.

“Wait until you see what we’ve been working on at Spero,” Magnus said as Leslie took the pilot’s console and fired up the engines.

The vessels they’d made and tested as they journeyed from New Spero to Earth during the Bhlat threat were immense, with thousands of crew and space for a hundred fighters in each. Fortunately, it hadn’t come to war with the Bhlat, but Magnus said it never hurt to have them ready, just in case.

“I can only imagine, after seeing what you already have,” I said, not probing him further.

“Ready?” Leslie asked and lifted off the ground, raising us up slowly.

In no time, we were out of Haven’s atmosphere and starting our trek to Volim, the home world of the Padlog.

____________

I was becoming accustomed to being part of a small crew on a larger ship. Everyone had to do their share of tasks, and that meant cooking, cleaning, and maintenance, as well as shifts in the pilot’s chair. When the filter alerts popped up, Leslie explained where they were kept, and I meandered to the engineering room, happy to do something different with my time.

Any distraction from thinking about Mary was a good one. Otherwise, all I could see was her eyes clouding with black mist, and an unfamiliar voice speaking through her.

I walked the hall in socked feet, wearing jeans and a gray hoodie like the world’s worst-dressed spaceship officer. I passed the crew quarters to the right and saw Magnus stretched out on a bunk, his light snores telling me he was finally asleep. He joked that it was a vacation for him, since being at home meant dealing with a four-year-old and a newborn. I knew he missed them, though. For some reason, he’d taken to sleeping down here, instead of on one of the larger beds on the higher floor.

A week. It was going to take a whole damn week to get to Volim, and that was if everything went smoothly. Filter failure wouldn’t kill us, at least not quickly, but I set to the task in hopes it would somehow expedite our progress. We’d been gone for four days, and we were over the hump, sliding down my seven-day countdown, looking for the homestretch.

The doors slid open at my approach. The ceilings here were eight feet tall, and to my left was an elevator leading to the officer’s quarters above; below was storage. I imagined the storage area had seen its share of illegal objects, since the previous owner had been a self-proclaimed smuggler.

I was impressed with the décor as well. The Kraski ships had been so bland – purely slick, modern, and functional – but this vessel had color, with walls painted and artwork from around the universe displayed in cases, as well as screens showing images from various planets. I’d watched the full loop on the second day, and Magnus and I had been amazed at the landscapes shown.

I’d seen a lot out there, but evidently, there was so much more to witness. I already felt like a speck in the galaxy, but I felt even more so now.

“What do we have here?” I asked myself, making my way into the engineering room. It was nothing like the movies I used to watch. There was no giant power source fueling the hyperdrive. Instead, it was all behind closed walls, but I could feel the heat rise, and everything vibrated heavily inside the space.

To my left was a large metal unit, ranging from floor to ceiling. That was where the filter system was. Per Leslie’s instruction, I found a replacement cartridge near the floor in a cupboard. It was cylindrical and the size of a water cooler bottle. I pulled the casing off of it and carried it over to the right side, where I looked for the fan icon Leslie had told me about.

I tapped it on the computer screen, and a door opened to my right. Inside, I found the handle for the old filter, and I turned it to the left, twisting the locking mechanism. With a tug, it came free, and I cringed at the dirty cartridge. No wonder it needed to be replaced. It looked like it had been a while since anyone had done this.

With a push, the new pristine-white filter slid into place, and I locked it back, shutting the door. As I did, the computer screen dimmed and shut down. I tapped it, but it stayed dark. Crap.

The floor stopped humming, and the lights flickered in the room before going dark. Emergency pucks lit up along the floor, giving me just enough light to see where I was going. The door didn’t slide open, but I found the manual handle, turning it and heaving it to the side.

“What the hell’s going on?” I called down the hall. Had I broken something with the filter?

I ran in the dim hall, waking Magnus along the way.

“What is it?” he asked groggily.

“Something’s wrong.”

He followed me to the bridge, where Leslie was fidgeting with her dead console.

“Leslie, what’s happening?” I asked, discomfort crawling up my spine as I took in her pale, frightened face.

She pointed to the viewscreen. “The ship’s dead.”

I stepped forward, trying to see what she was pointing at. Then I saw them. Three ships were slowly flying toward our unmoving vessel.

“Pirates,” Leslie whispered.


Five

“Pirates?” Magnus was already sitting down at the helm position, trying to get the computer activated.

“It’s no use. Weapons aren’t working. Hell, everything’s offline.” Leslie stood and walked to my side. The ships were getting closer in the viewscreen. “I zoomed as soon as the sensors picked them up, right before our power went down.”

The ships weren’t large; they were smaller than the one we stood in. The middle one was in rough shape on the outside, a mismatched mess of spare parts and panels, making it all the more intimidating. Like a sewn monster, stitched together from different creatures.

“I’ve never heard of space pirates,” Magnus said, and he slammed his hand down on the console, maybe hoping it would kick the computer into functionality. It didn’t.

“They exist, but we haven’t found them on this particular pathway. Maybe their regular routes were discovered. I can only assume what goes on in their collective mind, but I’m guessing attacking at random locations would increase the chances of happening by unsuspecting prey.” Leslie backed away from the screen slowly. I didn’t even think she knew she was doing it.

“What do we do?” I asked, not happy to sit like a target at the range for them. I didn’t have time for this, and if I was killed now, Mary would never be safe. Blood rushed through my veins. I was angry. Mad that anyone thought they could come between me and finding my wife. I answered my own question. “We get our guns.”

“What will that do?” Leslie asked. “Maybe they just want our ship, and when they see we have no cargo, they’ll let us go.”

“I’m not willing to take that risk. How’d they kill our power?” I asked.

Leslie tapped a fingernail nervously on the back of the pilot’s seat. “They had to have an ion cannon, something that would kill our engines and power.”

“The backup still works,” I said, thinking about the puck lights on the floor.

“No. Those are battery-charged. They’ll only last so long.”

“Does that mean our air?” Magnus asked, cutting his question short.

She nodded.

“Okay, which ship would have the device needed to kill our power from that far away?” I asked, watching the three approaching vessels. Two were thin and rectangular, like floating cell phones, but the larger, patched-together one had “lead villain” painted all over its gaudy exterior.

“The middle one,” she said, mirroring my thoughts.

“Then we have to get on their ship and shut the device down,” Magnus said.

“Easier said than done.” Leslie was now pacing back and forth on the bridge. “We don’t have that technology on us.”

“We don’t have to.” Our ship bucked as a red ray from the lead ship hit us, grabbing us and pulling us in with a tractor beam. “They’ll bring us to them.”

A plan formulated in my head, and I sent Magnus to get the EVAs and rifles. Leslie and I talked it through, and when we were satisfied it was our only real chance of breaking free, we agreed to go ahead. Magnus was back quickly, and while we were being dragged toward the pirates, we suited up, making sure our weapons were fully charged.

“Dean, if anything goes south here, take care of them for me,” Magnus said, not having to tell me who he meant.

“And if something happens to me, kill them. Destroy the Iskios. Save my wife and unborn child. Make them pay, Magnus. Make them all pay.” Rage burned inside my chest like a smouldering fire. I gripped my rifle hard enough to feel each ridge through my gloved hand.

“Deal.” He stuck a hand out in the air, and I gripped it. A promise made by each of us, signed and sealed.

“Leslie, go below and hide,” I ordered. She had a part to play, and I hoped we could pull ours off to get power back. The Relocator sat in my pocket, and I tapped it on, saving our current location into its system.

“You sure you don’t want to switch roles?” I asked Magnus. I felt like his was the most dangerous part, and I didn’t want anything bad to happen to my old friend.

“If anyone can skulk around quietly on an alien pirate ship, it’s you,” he said, smiling through his facemask. “Can you picture this” – he waved a hand over his large frame – “doing anything quietly?”

“Good point. I’ll stay close.” I pulled the device Mary had used to hide from the Picas on the Apop world from the pack on the bridge floor. Clare would be so happy her inventions were being used to potentially save lives.

We walked to the cargo bay, knowing they’d be coming aboard there. I felt the buzz of entering a containment field and knew we were nearing the pirate ship. What did they expect to find onboard? A full crew? Would they come in with guns blazing? If they did, our plan wouldn’t work.

I attached the cloaking device to my leg with the built-in strapping. Our ship shook before falling still. We were at our destination. Something banged hard against the ramp, and before the invaders could pry or cut their way in, ruining our ship, Magnus nodded to me and pushed the “ramp open” icon.

It didn’t work.

“There has to be a manual way.” I thought back to the door I’d been able to open back at engineering. We searched the floor and quickly found two panels, one on each side of the ramp’s pivot line.

“There’s two,” he said, no doubt worried I wouldn’t be able to cloak quickly enough.

“I’m on it.” The latch was a twist and push. I tapped my cloaking device on, and I could feel it activate. “Can you see me?” I asked. Magnus looked up, his face startled to see nothing.

“You’re as good as gone. Damn me if that doesn’t work well. Let’s turn them. On three. One. Two. Three.” He twisted his, and I did the same, each of us then pressing the red button down. The ramp hissed open and lowered.

I stepped back, toward the far side of the opening, so I’d be at their backs when they walked on board.

“Teel ooorah nhull srevla.” The words, spoken in a tinny voice, translated through my suit and into my earpiece. “What do we have here?”

Multiple boots clanged on the metal ramp, and soon three bodies emerged, their backs to me. They wore thick armored suits, and each of them walked slowly, methodically, toward Magnus. “What the hell are you?” I heard Magnus ask, and I cringed. He backed up, holding his pulse rifle to his chest. They followed him, stopping a few yards from his position.

“Where is the rest of your crew?” the question translated.

“What you see is what you get,” Magnus said. It was my chance to slip by. I took one last look at my buddy, silently hoping he’d be okay, and climbed down the back of the ramp, hitting the bottom of it with as little noise as I could muster.

I peeked upward and saw one of the pirates starting to look back before Magnus got his attention with an insult. Something about a rust bucket. I hoped the pirates weren’t extra-sensitive about their ship, because Magnus could be unrelenting when provoked.

I left them in a standoff and crept down the ramp to the open bay door on their ship. To the side, I could see the expanse of space, and my breathing quickened. I knew I was invisible, but seeing the stars in the blackness beyond, with nothing but a pirate’s containment field between us, filled me with a moment of dread. I shoved it down and kept moving. The outside of the ship before me was painted red, large rivets bolting it to a black section.

I tentatively crossed over the fifteen-foot bridge they’d laid down to connect the two ships and entered their vessel. It was poorly lit onboard, lights dimming and getting brighter, reminding me of a generator running out of gasoline.

Whatever they were using to kill our power was draining theirs, and quickly. That was a good sign.

No one met me as I stealthily moved into the back of the pirates’ ship. I was still using the cloaking device, but it wasn’t infallible, so the fewer of them I came across, the better. The ship was a mess, clutter and crap piled high. I had to creep through the labyrinth of junk to get out of the open room. If I met anyone in here, there’d be no way of hiding, since there wasn’t enough room to get by someone in the narrow pathways amongst the garbage. A smaller ship sat inside their cargo bay. It looked like it was maybe an escape pod, made for one.

I scanned the area to see if anything would constitute a device used to cut our power off. Nothing fit the bill, from what I could see. These space pirates appeared to have a penchant for picking up anything not bolted to the ground. I tripped on a metal chair as I neared the exit and saw it had indeed been ripped off a ship somewhere. I’d spoken too soon.

Once I passed the junk, it opened up to a wide hallway. The lights continued to dim and brighten repeatedly as I walked quickly but quietly toward the first door on the left. A whirring noise snagged my attention, and I pushed my back against the wall beside the doorway. Something was rolling my way, and I looked in their direction, knowing they couldn’t see me if I stayed still.

One of the pirates was coming down the hall, the same armor covering its body, only this one was rolling instead of walking. As it got closer, my stomach churned. It wasn’t what I’d expected. This wasn’t made of flesh and blood. Its legs were soldered together, mechanized rollers replacing feet. The rest of it was covered by the thick muted gray armor, but the face. The face was what made me recoil in horror.

It felt like a child’s drawing of what a humanoid would look like, having never seen one. Skin of some sort was pulled tight over a robotic face, ripped and sagging on a cheek to reveal shiny metal behind it. Dead machinelike eyes blinked and twitched under flapping fake eyelids. A gray nose was sewn onto the material, slightly off kilter. It wasn’t from a human face, but the premise was the same.

The idea that the nose might be real, stolen from one of their victims, made me shudder in disgust. It rolled closer to me, turning sharply. This was it. This pirate creature was going to see me, and the whole plan was over. My hand lowered to my Relocator, and I was ready to press the icon.

Only, it didn’t turn to me; it was rotating to the door beside me. As I watched it pass me by, entering the room, I couldn’t help but wonder if it was all wires under the armor, or if it was only partially synthetic. On the other hand, I decided I didn’t really want to find out.

It whirred into the room, and the door slid shut behind it. I took a few deep breaths to slow my racing heart and kept moving down the corridor. Frayed wires stuck out of the walls, spliced together in intricate patterns. They might understand electronics, but these pirates didn’t care about aesthetics. The whole area looked like the garbage bin of an electricians’ trade school after their first week.

Careful not to trip on any loose wires, I stepped cautiously and ended up peering into two open rooms, which held nothing that I could see from the hall. The device I was looking for had to be large to be able to cut our power from that far away. None of these small rooms off the corridor would house it.

The lights dimmed the farther down the hall I made it. I was close. A double door hung at the far end of the corridor, and two robots emerged; one on wheels, the other walking with obvious mechanical steps. They didn’t have fake skin on, just round heads that lacked a mouth or eyes. It was almost as creepy seeing them with no face at all.

I kept still as they moved past me with a sense of urgency I hadn’t seen from the others I’d encountered. I hoped Magnus was all right. How many more of these things were on the ship? The double doors slid open as I approached; the sensors knew someone had stepped by the doors, opening them.

I peeked inside and was greeted with a large room, this one free of debris and junk. A computer the size of my old master suite clung to the left side wall, and that was where I went first. It hummed with energy, and I did a three-sixty looking for any signs of nearby robo-pirates. The room lay empty.

At first, I tried to find a control panel I could understand. Fail. Next, I looked for a power source. Fail. My rifle came off my back in an instant, and I held it, deciding blowing it to pieces might be my best bet. Right before I pulled the trigger, which would undoubtedly inform them as to my location, I saw a blip on a monitor. It was an old screen, the rounded kind I used to play pixel games on my computer in the eighties. Two rectangular objects sat on the screen with a boxy ship in between them. Pixelated lightning-bolt images shot from the ship into the rectangles, which were glowing yellow.

It hit me. They weren’t ships. They were the devices the pirates were using to cut our power. But how to disconnect them?


Six

From somewhere deeper into the ship came the sound of clanking metal. A voice sang in an unknown language, and I was too far for the translator to pick up the words. Against my better judgment, I followed the sound. Pirates often took hostages. I couldn’t abandon a being in good conscience if they needed my help.

I stopped. Couldn’t I, though? Mary needed me, and I shouldn’t be wasting my time trying to help every random alien, human, or robot, no matter how much they needed me. From the other side of the room, the voice was clearer, even beautiful, alien and imaginative.

“Damn it.” I exited the room with the massive computer through the door on the adjacent wall, and the moment the door opened, the voice was much clearer.

Words and phrases hit my translator, and it relayed the song reflexively but with no rhythm. “Here I am alone. But my love hasn’t forgotten me. When I die, we will reunite. When I die, we will reunite.”

It kept going along the same lines, the words more touching in their alien tongue. One of the pirates swung into the room, and I quietly followed it, still cloaked. A short blue creature stood behind bars. Bald and skinny, it looked close to death, its collarbone jutting from taut skin, but it stood erect with pride as it finished its song.

The robot uttered something about “power down,” but it kept singing, even after the pirate repeated the phrase four or five times. When the song was over, the pirate lifted a hand, and a ray of red light shot from its finger tips, shocking the creature’s body with electricity. She – as I was sure it was a female now – shook in pain but kept standing.

The robot spun on wheels and left the room. The lights dimmed and brightened again; then the door slid shut behind the pirate, and the two of us were alone, me free, her behind bars. Her prison was tiny. A blanket on the floor, a bucket in the corner. It was heart-wrenching to see.

Holding my rifle, I snapped the cloaking device on my leg to the off position, revealing myself. The prisoner yelped and scrambled to the back of the cell.

“It’s okay,” I said quietly. My translator didn’t know what language to translate, and I tapped my arm console, telling it to use the language from the song. It was identified as Molariun. The database the Gatekeepers had provided us was vast. I had no idea where this race hailed from.

“It’s okay,” I repeated. This time, it was translated at the same volume I’d spoken in.

“Who are you?” Her question came back to me through my earpiece in English.

“I’m Dean.” I pointed to the bars. “Why are you here?”

Her shoulders slumped, and I could now see how ragged her clothing was. It hung on her skeletal body like a sail with no wind on a mast. She couldn’t have been taller than four feet, and there was no hair visible on her. Her pigment was dark blue, her four eyes piercing pure white; no pupil met my gaze. Holes acted as a nose just above her slip of a mouth.

“I’m Rivo. They are gone. My love, Nico. All dead. These… Ligros” – the last word didn’t translate, but I guessed it to mean the robot pirates – “attacked us. They took me and killed everyone else.”

“How long ago?” I asked. Judging by the shape she was in, I assumed it hadn’t been recently.

“I don’t know.” Her voice was slight but still strong.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” I said.

She rushed to the bars, her tiny hands grabbing them. “My ship, is it here?”

“I saw one in their cargo bay. Is it a single passenger?”

Relief flooded her face. “It’s still here.”

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” My intuition was sending warning bells off in my head.

“No point in hiding it. My family’s very wealthy. A small fortune was hidden in the escape ship. They ripped every inch of our vessel apart, but I don’t think they thought of that. They seem very single-minded, especially for artificial beings.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked. “You don’t know me.”

“Because I’ll pay you to get me out of here. Isn’t that how this works?” I had to replay the translation to catch the quick words.

“Can’t someone help because it’s the right thing to do?” I asked her as I stood a foot away from the bars. I reached for them and tried to tug on the door. It wouldn’t budge.

“No one I know. Either way, I appreciate it.”

“Where are the keys?”

“I’ve never been let out, but the one with the face unlocked it when I arrived. I’d been beaten up, was dizzy and confused. At first, I thought I’d dreamt the robot with a face, a terrible nightmare. But he comes and visits me. Never says a word, just watches me. Sometimes I wake up and he’s there, outside the bars, staring at me with dead eyes.” She shivered, and I knew there was no time to waste. I had to make sure Magnus was okay, and I had to shut down the rectangular power cells.

“I have an idea.” I told her my plan and crossed my fingers that this would work. We were running out of time.

____________

My back pressed against the wall again, my cloaking device on. Two of the pirates entered the room, and they listened as Rivo admitted she knew where the family fortune was stored. They needed to bring her to the cargo bay, and she would finally show them.

The robots turned to one another and silently discussed it, with no words needed. I imagined a series of ones and zeros flying from one data processor to the other. They didn’t reply to her; instead, they moved to the side as the door slid open and the pirate with a face rolled in.

It moved to the bars, stopping just before them. “Finally,” its word translated into my earpiece. It was speaking her language. “Come,” it said, sticking its finger into a hole on the bars. A loud click, and her cell was open. My heart beat faster as they clanked to the side with a tug from the creepy pirate. She came just past the robot’s waist, and it reached for her, pulling her arm and dragging her before it.

I nearly shot the repulsive thing there and then, but with Rivo so close, I couldn’t risk it. I didn’t know what effect my pulse rifle would have on their thick armored bodies, though I intended to find out. Initially, I’d only wanted to get power back to our ship and leave, but now I was going to obliterate these freaks, making sure no one else was hurt by them.

Rivo led the way, and the three pirates followed her out of the room. I kept my distance, making sure to stay at least ten yards behind them at all times. Even though they couldn’t see me, I wasn’t silent, and any mishap could give away my position.

We headed back to the cargo bay, sidestepping junk piles on the way to her ship. She’d claimed she just needed to get near it, and from there, she could escape. I wasn’t sure how, especially with the pirates right on her, but she seemed adamant about this. All she needed, she’d said, was a distraction. That was why she hadn’t attempted it before. She’d also thought her father would track her down eventually.

I looked toward the bridge leading to the ship where Leslie and Magnus were. What was happening over there? Were they okay?

I’d find out soon enough. I waited at a distance, hiding behind a stack of glass containers, each filled with electrical components. I noticed a strange triangle symbol on many of the supplies around the ship.

“Hurry,” the pirate voice translated.

“Step back. I need space to show you,” Rivo said, and two of the robots did as she wished. The one with the flesh face didn’t obey. Instead, its monstrous face twitched in several directions, as if it was programmed to convey emotions like a dead puppeteer.

“Hurry,” it repeated.

Rivo looked around the room, as if trying to spot me, and crouched to her small ship. A door hissed open on the side, and she stepped inside. The robot held the door open so she couldn’t close it. It was time.

I pushed the wall of jars. Over a hundred of them went crashing down in a symphony of shattering glass. The pirates turned their attention to the noise, even Face, and Rivo had her moment. The door closed, and its small engines fired up. Before I knew what to expect, rear thrusters burned hot, scalding the nearest pirate, leaving him a scorched pile of melted metal. Her ship launched toward the opening between our two ships before racing through the energy of the containment field. With that, she was off.

I was already moving for my ship, hoping Rivo was going to keep her half of the bargain. She claimed her ship had enough firepower to destroy the amplifiers trudging along in space with this patchwork vessel. If she blew them up, we could escape.

The remaining two pirates were angry. Face bashed some junk away from him, sending a large unit heater toward the wall with a swipe of his hand. I didn’t want to be on the other end of that fist.

I leapt away from them, my cover blown. I had to get back on my ship.

The bridge was thin, almost like a ladder dropped between our two ramps, giving access. I ran over it, the whirring of Face’s wheels giving chase. Once I was across, I tried to push the bridge over the edge, only I couldn’t. They’d attached it somehow. Spot-welded, maybe.

I swung my pulse rifle toward the oncoming robot and fired. The beam hit it square in the chest, and it slowed, a black hole showing wires beneath the armor suit. It kept coming.

I pulled the trigger again, hitting the other pirate in the head. It lifted an arm and shot an energy pulse from its hand. I ducked, and it narrowly missed striking me in the upper body. More pirates emerged into the cargo room, each of them shooting energy beams. There was no time. I had to prevent them from coming onto our ship.

Wondering why I hadn’t thought of it in the first place, I shot the bridge between our vessels. It melted in the middle, collapsing with two robots in the center. They fell and passed through the containment field into the ice-cold confines of space. There was no screaming or panic from them, just digital acceptance of their situation.

The others continued to fire at me while I ran inside, hitting the manual controls for our ramp. Though they couldn’t see me, more energy blasts shot at me, and I wasn’t quick enough to avoid them all. I went down when one of the red rays hit me in the legs. Pain erupted in them, and as the ramp lifted, separating me from the attackers, I pulled myself forward, further into my ship, my legs hanging limp behind me.

I rolled onto my back, holding my rifle up, ready to fire at the three pirates I knew were onboard. No one else was in the room. Relief flooded me.

If all went to plan, my crew were in the belly of the vessel, showing our “guests” a surprise or two. My feet began to tingle, and I could move my toes after a minute or two of lying on the metal floor. Our ship rumbled slightly. Either Rivo had done as promised and had blown up the power grabbers out there or the pirates were still trying to get into our ship.

Before I could check our engineering room, I had to go check on my friends. Another minute passed, and I was able to get to my knees. One more and I was on my feet, the feeling coming back to my legs. I stumbled to the corridor that would lead to the stairs.

My hands bounced off the walls, helping to keep me upright, and I fell more than ran down the hall, panting by the time I found the doorway. It was closed, and I used the manual lever before pushing hard to slide it open.

Shouting exploded below, and I found my footing as I rushed down the thirty industrial stairs to the storage area below. Smoke stung my eyes as the lights came back on, telling me our power was back. I silently cheered Rivo but knew it was all for naught if Leslie or Magnus was hurt.

I saw my reflection in the smooth metal wall, and I realized the shot to my legs must have fried my cloaking device.

“Magnus!” I shouted, already exposed.

A pulse beam shot across the room from the left to the right, and I ran for the left side, knowing that was one of our rifles firing. Red light beams shot from a pirate’s finger across the room, and it mechanically kept shooting in even intervals.

“Dean.” Magnus was bleeding from a cut on his forehead, blood covered his face, and he had to wipe it away from his eyes. Leslie was on the floor beside him, clearly unconscious, or worse. “You got the power back?”

I nodded to his question, not breaking my gaze from her limp form. I lifted my rifle over the edge of the containers and fired a pot shot at the pirate across the room. “What happened?”

“We did as we planned. I lured them down here with the glorious promise of treasure. They stupidly obliged our trap, and Leslie popped up from her hiding spot behind them, only we hadn’t expected them to be so quick. We ended the first one, and the standoff began.” We took turns firing over our heads as I filled him in.

“Is she…?” I didn’t finish the question.

He shook his head, blood spilling from his wound. “No. I dragged her here, then blasted another one of the bastards. Then it was one on one.”

“So there’s just one left?”

Magnus smiled at me, his bloody face making a mask of horror. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Divide and conquer?” I asked and got a curt nod in return. He got up, crouching below the top of the containers. I did the same, only I went the opposite direction. “I’ll be the goat,” I whispered, and it looked like he was about to argue, then decided not to.

In seconds, I was at the end of the stacked containers, with Magnus at the far end. I fired a shot across the room and stepped out with my gun in the air. “I know where the treasure is. I killed him,” I shouted. The pirate turned its faceless head toward me, as if considering what I’d said, before it lifted a finger and started to fire at me. I rolled back around the crates as Magnus snuck behind it and laid down a barrage of blasts.

The room went quiet, save the noise of crackling wires, an acrid smell lingering in the air as the last remaining pirate fell to the ground with a heavy thud. Magnus fired at its head one last time for good measure and did the same to the other two fallen robots.

He shuddered and helped me to my feet.

“Let’s get Leslie and get the hell out of here,” I said, ready for this nightmare to be over.


Seven

Our ship pulled free from their tractor beam with a blast of our hyperdrive, and we spun around, firing at will on the robot pirate vessel. I watched the ship explode into hundreds of pieces with joy as our missiles and rail guns pummeled it.

“We did the universe a favor today,” Magnus said, holding a rag to his forehead.

Leslie had come to, angry she’d missed the action. Her eyes had widened at the mention of Rivo. “You know who she is, right?”

“A short blue alien who saved our butts?” It was the truth.

“Her father, Garo Alnod, is one of the most wealthy and influential people in the galaxy. Rivo is something of royalty, if not by title, then by opulence. They live on Bazarn Five. Hell, her father practically funded the place at the start.” Leslie tapped coordinates in on the console and paused to take a drink of water. “Damn, my head hurts.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked incredulously. What were the chances I’d saved someone from Bazarn, someone whose father ran the place?

“Haven is a respite for outcasts, and many don’t have a lot of means. What they do have to share is rumors and gossip,” Leslie said.

I looked for Rivo’s small ship on our sensors, but it was nowhere to be seen. I wondered if our paths would ever cross again.

____________

The space near Volim was a hive of activity. Cities were erected on the three moons over the planet, and a large space station orbited the yellow world. We’d been stopped halfway across the system and were escorted by five wasp-shaped vessels.

Leslie had done the talking, explaining who she was, and that we needed to see the church on important details involving the Ancients. We’d experienced silence for a few minutes before they replied, telling us we’d be allowed to land on their world.

“I know they’re zealots of sorts, but what religion in particular do they follow?” I asked Leslie.

“They believe in the universe, first and foremost. They consider the Theos to be a race of beings, not gods, but through them, divinity was passed on, or something like that. The Padlog on Haven didn’t talk about it much. I assume like any culture, some are more devoted to old ways than others.” Her answer made sense.

“Do you think Sergo will have the information we need?” Magnus asked.

“If he doesn’t, he’ll know where to find it. He’s somewhat of a spy on their world. I know he exchanged gossip for technology from Kareem on occasion.” Leslie slowed our ship, and we watched as more wasp-shaped ships flew in the space before us, each moving like they had somewhere to be in a hurry.

A buzzing sound echoed through our communication system. I’d initially thought of them as the insectoids, not realizing they had different races on their world, each uniquely insect-like, with their own language. This one sounded like a hovering bee.

“Follow us,” the translator repeated.

We passed the closest moon, where our zoomed-in viewscreen showed an intricate system of housing, much like a beehive. Soon we were entering Volim, and I spotted small oceans in the primarily yellow-toned landscape. As we lowered toward a sprawling city, I noticed four towers rising high into the sky, stretching through the low hanging clouds. Around the metropolis, mustard-colored hills rolled, leading toward a body of water. It was unlike any world I’d ever seen.

Four of our escorts veered off, letting a single ship lead the way toward the center of the city. We landed directly in the center of the four towers, and it wasn’t until our ramp lowered, and we stepped onto the ground that I realized it wasn’t the ground at all. The whole place was lifted off the surface, and we were above part of the urban sprawl.

I was the first off the ship and was greeted by armed guards. Each breath was short, and I felt like I was nearing the top of a mountain. The guards looked much like the Padlog who’d tried to stop Mary back on the crystal world: the same uniforms, the same antennas protruding from their heads; their eyes were large and black. For a second, I thought they’d know what we’d done, and we’d be mowed down by their weapons, but they just gestured us forward. One of them walked toward us and passed us each a small breathing tube.

He pointed to our noses, and I understood. Leslie helped me place it on my face, and I noticed the air become more breathable. The line tied around our heads, with two small holes allowing oxygen into our noses.

“Thank you,” I said, and it translated to the buzzing sound.

“Wrong dialect,” Leslie said, adjusting the settings on the translators for us. I was suddenly glad she’d insisted on coming along.

“Thank you,” I repeated, the sound coming through now as more of a cricket’s chirp.

“Come,” he said, turning and walking away.

The sky was cloudy, muting the hills beyond the horizon, but I was in awe of the sights. The sparkling skyscrapers were taller than any buildings I’d ever seen. I hadn’t expected this from the Padlog, and I knew I shouldn’t have assumed that just because they looked like insects mixed with humans, they would live underground or in hives.

“Where are we going?” Magnus asked him.

“To see the Supreme.” He didn’t elaborate, and we didn’t ask him to. With a name like that, he’d be the end of the road.

Leslie stepped close to me, waiting to make sure our host wasn’t looking. She whispered in my ear, “I’m going to feign illness later and sneak out to find Sergo.”

“What about the Supreme?” I asked quickly and quietly.

Leslie shook her head. “He won’t give you what you want.” Then she fell back, walking a yard behind me once again.

Magnus looked over with a grim face. His head still had gauze taped to it, and his eye was a little swollen. He claimed the cut was mostly superficial. A cut on the forehead wasn’t often deadly, but it made for a bloody mess.

Other locals milled about, some sitting inside white gazebos. Heated discussions carried to us, and the guard told us not to worry. Theologians rarely fought, but they always spoke with passion.

A being with a long abdomen walked on four thin legs, bending at the thorax. It looked a lot like an ant, but its arms were thicker than the legs; powerful mandibles clicked as it spoke to a friend nearby. Already I’d seen at least three types of the Padlog and was happy to see their world was a blended pot of cultures. Smoke poured from a chimney on a squat building as we passed, and I saw something that looked like a two-foot-long fly rotating over a flame. Five or six Padlog lined up, waiting to place their order with the food vendor.

Perhaps the Raanna, the spider beings from our trek to find the Theos, were originally from Volim. The Iskios, I corrected myself. We hadn’t really been searching for the Theos.

Magnus raised his eyebrows at the fly on a spit, and stuck out his tongue as we kept moving, heading toward the tower closest to the hills. I wondered what was beneath us. Was it housing, transportation tunnels, or something as basic as a sewer system?

We arrived at the base of the tower, and I looked up, the sheer height of the skyscraper giving me a wave of vertigo. This couldn’t be called a skyscraper; it was more like a skypiercer.

“This way,” the guard said, leading us through a wide-open entrance. No doors sealed the tower from visitors.

Inside, we were met with a pristine lobby. Alien script was embedded in gold lettering on the walls. Robed insectoids clicked, buzzed, and chirped amongst one another. A fountain of water gushed in the center of the white marble-like floors, its soft flow a comforting white noise in contrast to the multi-language speech around us.

A wide set of stairs rose from deep in the lobby, and our guard motioned for us to ascend them.

Magnus set a hand on my back. “I hope they don’t expect us to climb to the top,” he joked.

“If they do, you’ll be carrying me by floor one hundred.”

We climbed the stairs, which were mostly bare of the Padlog, who seemed happy to be conversing on the main floor, sprawling out beside the fountain and beyond.

The stairs went on only a short way before we had to turn and walk up another flight in the opposite direction. By the time we’d climbed three stories, our guard had slowed. A row of Padlog similar to our host stood by large yellow doors. More gold script crossed the walls on this floor, and I thought about trying to translate it.

But I didn’t have time as the doors opened simultaneously, and a small cricket-shaped man hopped out.

“Come. We have much to discuss.” His voice was deeper than I would have expected, and the translation came through clearly.

The room wasn’t large, the ceiling short. Inside, lights shone down on the floor, and I couldn’t help but think they were there to simulate sunlight. Their glow was warm and rejuvenating.

The cricket-man was under three feet tall, and he hopped over to a table, where he sat down, motioning for us to do the same. He had a pallid green skin tone, small black eyes, and his words came out in smooth sequences. I wasn’t sure, but I had to assume he was elderly. Compared to the guards, he seemed to be slower and more fragile. Dozens of tall plants sat in the room. The Supreme directly beside one with thick green leaves. For such an extreme title, I’d expected someone more imposing.

“The Ancients.” He slouched slightly, and I shifted in my seat, which was directly across the table from him.

“Yes,” was all I said.

“What do you know of them?” he asked. He tapped the table and whispered something to the guard who’d brought us in. The man nodded, bowed, and removed himself from the room. We were left alone around the table with the small Padlog.

I looked to Leslie, who nodded. She was supposed to warn me away from saying too much. This meant she thought it harmless to be honest. Maybe she thought we could get the information from them and save ourselves the time of tracking down Sergo. We had agreed not to mention our involvement in the Iskios being released or the part about us gunning down two of the Padlog. Somehow, I didn’t think that would sit too well.

“I know there were two races in the beginning. The Theos and the Iskios.” I waited for him to say something, and when he didn’t, I continued. “The Iskios were a sick race, and eventually the Theos had enough of their cruelty and manic behaviour, so they executed them, hunting them down to the edges of the universe before burying their corpses on a barren world.”

The cricket-man leaned forward, and his small hand cinched his priest’s robe up tight as I spoke. “How do you know this?”

“I’m a Gatekeeper,” I said, as if this was explanation enough. It seemed to relax him. I wondered if he would set the guards on us if I’d said anything else.

“Gatekeeper indeed. What race are you?” he asked, squinting his small black eyes at us.

“Human,” Magnus answered.

“Never heard of it. Some days I think the universe is too large. Today is one of those days.” He leaned back, and the guard who’d left came back with a tray carrying a bottle of a thick golden liquid and four cups.

“I’ll second that,” Leslie agreed.

The guard poured four equal measures of the thick liquid, and once again departed without a word. “Not very talkative, is he?” I asked.

Our host disregarded my comment. “How rude of me. We haven’t even had introductions. I am the Supreme. You are?” He passed each of us a cup and waited for our replies.

Magnus took charge of answering the Supreme. “I’m Magnus, this is Leslie, and across from you is Dean.”

I swore his eyes widened a touch at my name, but if he recognized it, he hid it well after that first instant. “To new friends.” He lifted his cup, and we each grabbed one. It was made from an unfamiliar material, and I sniffed the drink before tasting it.

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered to no one in particular, and tried it. My mouth exploded with flavor as the sweet syrup hit my taste buds.

“Our finest nectar,” the Supreme said.

“I can tell why,” Magnus said, wiping his mouth with his hand. “Damn me if that wasn’t the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

“Enough,” I said. Even the liquid gold wasn’t enough to distract me from the purpose of traveling all the way to Volim. I needed to locate Mary. “I need to find the Theos.”

His eyes went wide. This time, there was no hiding his surprise. “They are dead.”

I didn’t want to discuss the Iskios with him; it would open too many questions I wouldn’t answer. “Then how do I bring them back?”

“We believe they were powerful beings. Not quite gods, as others’ faith allows them to think; like anything else, we all die eventually.” The Supreme took another sip from his cup, his small mandibles spread apart while he drank the nectar.

“Tell me where they died.”

“And why do you need them so badly?” he asked, his curiosity piqued.

“The portals are failing,” I lied. “The Gatekeepers don’t all know about it yet, but they’re acting erratically. Sometimes they send you to the wrong location, others they don’t activate at all. Sarlun has a temporary ban on using them while we look for the Theos to solve it.”

The lie was a solid one. The Supreme didn’t have a connection to the Gatekeepers, and if he bought my improved fib, I’d be one step closer to finding them.

“I don’t want to raise them from the dead or anything like that. I just need to find their world. There has to be records there on the portals. If they created them, they’d know how to repair them.” I bit my tongue as I waited for the Supreme to consider this.

“Come back tomorrow.” He pressed a button under the table, and the guard raced in, firearm drawn. “Denni, put that away. I just want you to escort our friends here to some quarters for the night. Come back in one cycle of Volim. I will have an answer for you.”

This was a better outcome than I’d expected.

Denni led us out of the room, but not before Magnus drank the last few drops of the nectar from his near-empty cup.

“I think it might be a little fermented or something. It has the kick of a strong port,” Magnus said, hitting me lightly with his elbow. “What say we find another one of those somewhere?”

Leslie hung back from the guard, and I slowed to match pace with her. “Once we get settled in, you two ask Denni to show you to some food. I’ll pretend I’m not feeling well.”

I nodded. “Sergo?” I said the name quietly, but she still frowned and waved her hand for me to stop talking.

In a few minutes, we were one hundred and ten floors up, and walking into our guest suites. I hadn’t known what to expect from them, but it seemed the Padlog enjoyed their luxury. Each unit was larger than my house’s square footage, and all three of the rooms had panoramic views of the ocean beyond the yellow hill. The sun was beginning to set, and it majestically glared off the water.

“Everything satisfactory?” Denni asked.

“More than,” Magnus said. He’d checked out his room and now found himself sitting with his feet up, looking out my window. “You guys know how to do it up.”

“These are for interplanetary guests. Only those invited by the Supreme stay here.” The guard turned as if to leave.

I thought back to what Leslie had said. “Is there anywhere to get some food? You know, something not made from bugs?”

“Yes, the terrace on the rooftop,” Denni said, pointing up.

“How many stories is this building?” Magnus’ voice was muffled while his head was stuck peeking into a closet.

“Two hundred,” Denni said.

“Wow. We need to up our game back home,” Magnus said, winking at me.

“Come, I’ll show you to the dining terrace. Our cooks know how to prepare anything…” Denni paused. “Well, maybe not human food, but I’m sure a Ballemiol from 5R333L will satisfy one of your…stature.” He looked at Magnus when he said the last bit, and I laughed, following them out of the suite.

After a gentle knock on Leslie’s door, she opened it, and I could tell she’d applied a dewy moisturizer and turned her cheeks red in an effort to pull off the “sick card.”

“You guys go ahead. I’m not feeling so hot. Maybe bring me back something bready.” With that, she slowly shut the door, and I shrugged.

“Guess it’s just us, Magnus.”


Eight

The sun was set now, and the ocean water glowed with bioluminescent life. If I thought the world was a sight during the day, nothing prepared me for its beauty at night. Insects chirped incessantly, giving a droning white noise that was surprisingly calming.

I wanted nothing more than to get the details we needed and leave, but if we were stuck there for a night, at least we were in the comfort of luxury, not camping on a beach being attacked by some unknown predators. Here the predators had guns, and they would likely stab you in the back rather than shoot you in the chest.

The Padlog gave off an air of concern, of culture and thoughtfulness, but I knew the only thing they cared about was preserving their way of life. What happened to me or Magnus didn’t matter to them, unless we could provide them with something. We needed to show them value, and telling the Supreme we were Gatekeepers with a problem had planted that seed. Undoubtedly, the Supreme was sitting up right now, considering how high he could rise if he were the one to help fix the portals. Maybe he considered the task large enough to wake the sleeping Theos.

We wouldn’t know until tomorrow, but at least Leslie was out making contact with Sergo now. He would find a way to get the location to the crystal world. He had to. I wasn’t sure where I’d start if he failed, but I was going to stop at nothing to find Mary.

“That was something else,” Magnus said, pushing his plate away. We sat on the rooftop terrace, and as the clouds dissipated, our view improved.

A Padlog resembling a beetle walked over, his body every bit a shield of armor, only he was a waiter, not a soldier. No matter how many times I told myself we were safe here, my gut was telling me otherwise.

“Anything else for you?” his clicks translated into English. We’d taken Denni’s advice, and he’d been right about the Ballemiol being delectable.

“I’ll have one more of these, and one for my friend.” Magnus gestured for another of the golden nectar beverages he was quickly becoming enamored with, maybe even a little tipsy from. The server nodded and left us to ourselves.

I poked at a purple legume left on my plate. “I know it’s quite the place, but I only want to get what we came here for and leave.”

“We’ll find her, Dean.” Magnus gave me a tight-lipped smile. His cheeks were flushed, and there was a slight slur to his words.

I didn’t know that for sure but didn’t want to say it out loud. “I know.”

“This is the first time I’ve been away since dealing with the Bhlat.”

“Seriously?” I thought about that and realized I’d traveled to countless worlds and had too many adventures to count on my fingers since then. “That’s what I’ve always wanted. To be home and make a family.”

“It’s great. But there’s something about taking off to an alien world to make you remember what life used to be like. Being a mercenary and taking down bad guys, rescuing hostages, and just kicking some ass every now and then was my life. It all changed a little once Natalia was in my life.” He looked out over the horizon pensively.

“What changed?” I asked, thanking the server when he brought new cups of nectar and cleared our plates away.

“Everything. I fell in love with her pretty quickly, you know. She was hurt. Not just physically, but mentally and emotionally. Her parents were poor, terrible people. Rumor has it, her father traded her as payment for a gambling debt.”

I winced. I hadn’t heard this part of the story before. “That’s terrible, Mag.”

He nodded, still looking out over the edge of the terrace. “When we found her, her eyes were so dead. I can hardly remember them now when I look my wife in the eyes, but sometimes, like this moment, I can picture the distant stares she gave, like nothing mattered to her anymore. I wanted to fix her but knew I couldn’t. Only time could restore her wounds, and even then, I know many of them have never healed properly. A deep cut often leaves a scar, even with the best stitches.”

“She’s such a strong and wonderful person.”

“She is. So is Mary. It’s funny. All those years, and Nat wouldn’t talk. All it took was to be tossed into an intergalactic crisis with you and Mary by our side, and she found her voice again.”

I remembered that moment vividly.

Magnus took another drink from his cup and held it in a large hand. “You know what’s crazy?”

I waved my hand toward the dark sky and illuminated ocean beneath it. “I can think of a lot of crazy things.”

“I wouldn’t trade any of it. I know it’s selfish, and we lost a lot of people along the way, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. The Event, the Bhlat, New Spero, you giving away our planet. These were all just things that needed to happen for my life to end up where it is.” He turned to me, making eye contact. “I owe a lot of that to you. The good parts anyway.”

I laughed lightly, knowing I was responsible for a lot of the bad parts too. “I hear you.” But did I? If I could go back to before the day Mary and I had just relived in the Iskios’ test, would I? If the Bhlat hadn’t forced the Kraski to run, if the Deltra hadn’t planted a device on Earth… there were a lot of “ifs,” and one thing I knew was that there was always a larger predator. Just when I thought we’d seen all we could see, we were up against one of the Ancients, the Iskios. And they’d been resurrected through my wife.

If none of it had happened, I’d likely still be alone, watching the Yankees on Sunday matinees and combing through my clients’ bookkeeping needs, wishing there was more out there for me. But Mary would be safe.

“You don’t owe me anything. I’m happy for you. I need to find Mary and stop these bastards so you can keep enjoying your family and life on New Spero. And every now and then, I’ll make sure you go on an adventure or two. Maybe something like rock climbing on the moons of Evello or hiking the ocean pathway on Ceenlok Four.”

“That sounds perfect.” He clinked my cup, and we each took another drink. The sweet nectar was thrumming through my body now. My arm console buzzed, a coded message appearing on the screen.

“It’s her. Leslie sent coordinates. She’s found Sergo.”

____________

Getting to the ground level had proven easier than I’d expected. What I hadn’t counted on was how difficult it was finding a way below the faux surface the Padlog had created.

The streets were eerily empty at this late hour, and the two of us looked sorely out of place. I kept looking behind me to see if we were being followed. I doubted we could leave the tower without the Supreme knowing about it, but we didn’t have a choice.

“What do you think? I don’t see access anywhere,” I told Magnus. Leslie’s communication had gone silent after the first message, and I was worried about her safety. We’d left our rifles back in the rooms, but we each had the compact pistols tucked into our belts. There was no way we weren’t going to be ready for a surprise.

Our dark jumpsuits made us hard to see in the softly-lit square between the four towers, and Magnus ducked away to the corner with the least light. “Over here,” he whispered.

A Padlog leaned against the back of a food stand, its posture telling me it wasn’t in the least concerned with us sneaking around. Its chirps and clicks translated to our earpieces as its antennae twitched. “What can I help you find?” The voice was lighter, different, and that was when I noticed this Padlog was thinner, curvier. It was a female.

I looked at Magnus, lifting an eyebrow in a “can we trust her” kind of message. He did the talking. “We need to get below. I hear the best nectar is down there.”

“The best everything is down there. What kind of things are you two visitors into? You can do anything below…for a price.” She was still leaning casually.

“You don’t want to know what this one’s into.” Magnus jabbed a thumb back at me. Before I could say anything in defense, the Padlog spoke.

“Come with me. I’ll show you the way.”

“Is this a good idea?” I shut our translator down so our new friend couldn’t understand me.

“What choice do we have? We need to make sure Leslie’s all right, and without Sergo, we have nothing.” Magnus was already following her.

“My name’s Till, purveyor of dreams,” she said.

“Sure. I’m Parker, and this is Tobias,” I said, making something up on the spot.

“Now that we have that out of the way, we need to talk about payment.” Till stopped and I bumped into her.

“Payment? For what?” I asked.

“For showing you into the Vespiary.”

I paused at that. Wasn’t that the name for a wasps’ nest? I wasn’t sure I wanted to go in there. But I had to. “We don’t have anything of value.”

She eyed us, trying to take inventory. “What about the weapons you’re concealing?”

I coughed, but before I could say anything, she held a slim gun in her hand. Magnus wasn’t far behind, and he pushed me behind him, standing his ground a couple yards away from her. “Look, Till. We have to go down there, meet a fella named Sergo, and get the hell out of here. You’re going to show us the way and get on with your night.”

Her gun lowered slightly. “Sergo? Why didn’t you say so?” she asked, her voice lighter. The gun vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and she patted Magnus on the shoulder while walking by him. “We go way back. If you have business with him, I don’t want to keep you.”

I swore there was a tremor in her voice, and though she was trying to play it cool, she was scared of Sergo. This much was clear.

I looked at Magnus and shrugged. He frowned at me in return and tucked his gun away.

She led us to the far edge of the square, where shorter buildings lined the entire way between the huge towers in the four corners. At night, they were lit up in random windows, but it was hard to see just how tall they were.

We approached one of the buildings, where a business name was hardly visible in the night. She knocked on a metal door devoid of windows, and a stifled voice called from behind it. The Padlog with us said something nonsensical to our translator – a secret password, I guessed – and the door opened to reveal the largest beetle I’d ever seen. He wore a bright silver vest, because I doubted any shirt would be able to contain the tree-trunk arms he sported.

The bouncer glared at us with suspicious beady eyes, but Till slipped him something we couldn’t see, and he moved out of the way. The room was wide open, dim yellow lights lining the walls, and I spotted a wooden staircase on the other end of the chamber.

The beetle didn’t say anything; he just watched us walk by and toward the stairs. The room was sparsely furnished with just a few worn old chairs, but I noticed the holes in the walls and the mounted surveillance in the corners of the room. This entry was obviously being watched, probably by the Supreme or someone in power. They were a religious race, and like every culture, there would be seedy things going on under the surface. In this case, it was literal and metaphorical. I didn’t glance back as we started down the steps. The world above had a sweet scent to it, almost like a field of flowers from a distance, but it was already musty indoors.

The dim yellow wall sconces continued to light our path along the steps, and we walked down them with caution, Till confidently leading us below. After a few minutes of winding stairs, we found ourselves at the end of the line. A cage with a lift behind it blocked our path.

“Going down,” Till said, and a cricket-like Padlog emerged from the shadows and slid the cage open, waving us inside.

“What floor?” his chirps translated.

He looked at me, then Magnus, and we shook our heads, before I remembered the coordinates Leslie had sent me. I read the location digits to the small insectoid and he made a noise akin to a grunt before slamming the gate shut with a clank.

“Good thing you have those guns,” Till said.

“Why?” Magnus asked.

“That’s Larzi’s spot, where nothing remotely good goes on. It’s even unusual for your friend to be there,” she said, meaning Sergo. She wouldn’t want to let the lift operator know who we were there to see. Word would spread down here, where gossip acted like currency.

The cage stopped, and unfamiliar smells and noises carried to us. My heart rate sped up as I heard something that sounded like gunfire in the distance.

“Don’t worry. Just the games. We’ll be fine; just don’t look anyone in the eyes. And that will be hard, since some of them have hundreds each.” When we didn’t reply to her, she continued, “That’s a joke. You aliens are always so dry.”

The cage opened to reveal something completely expected yet unexpected at the same time. We were in a lobby of sorts, pillars added in the underground area for support. Lights flashed and Padlog of every shape, size, and color milled about. We stepped off the lift, and I tripped on something. Magnus was there to keep me from landing on my face, and I peered back to see a limp Padlog stretched out on the floor. Various tiny black legs were kicking in all directions, which wouldn’t have been as disturbing if there were only two of them.

“He’s not what you think. Just had a little too much of the Ponla. See, look at his proboscis.” Till kicked a foot toward the sprawled-out alien.

He had a golden powder on his face and hands. It had to be some variation of a pollen, which apparently would knock you on your butt if you took too much of it. I shuddered and moved past him, now seeing signs of the drug on many of the Padlog down here.

“Is it always like this?” I asked.

“It is on this level,” Till replied.

“Why don’t they do something about it?” Magnus asked this time.

“Who?” Till led us away from the lobby, toward a hallway. Storefronts were cut into the sides of the space; one was selling clothing, and an almost naked female wasp-like Padlog grabbed my arm and buzzed up beside me.

“Sorry, not interested,” I said and broke free of her firm grip.

“Suit yourself, weirdo,” her words translated into my earpiece. I wanted to get to Sergo and get out of here as quickly as possible.

“What were we talking about? Oh, the Supreme and his sect. Shouldn’t they want to help?” I asked.

She spat on the ground, a universal gesture. “The only thing those blowhards want is prosperity for themselves. They’ve built their society on top of our backs and don’t care what happens to us anymore. Sure, they have programs to help the needy, but it’s all a show.” I could hear the venom in her voice, though the translation didn’t convey it.

We kept moving. The floor was stone, and bits of food, pollen, and God knew what else littered it. I had to step over a few more unconscious Padlog. No one down there seemed too concerned about them, so I tried not to be either.

Music was strumming up ahead, and various locals were loitering in the halls in front of the tavern, drinks in hand. As we approached, two of them were yelling obscenities at one another, and before we knew it, their cups were thrown down and they were in a full-on melee. The female beetle grabbed a stool from the side of the hall and smashed it at the wasp-man. The wasp’s arm came up to block it, but the stool hit with a sickening crunch, and the seat broke in half, the wasp buzzing in pain.

Till stood between the fight and us, keeping her arms up, warning us not to get involved. The wasp turned and jabbed a thick black stake from its lower back at the beetle, piercing her leg, fluid oozing out. She clicked in agony, but the fight continued. They moved farther down the hall, and Till grabbed Magnus’ hand and led him inside the emptying-out tavern.

The smell of sweat, rotten flowers, and sticky-sweet syrup hit me like a brick wall as we entered the bar. If I was going to picture a rundown underground sketchy bar on an alien insectoid world, it would look exactly like this. On the left, a bouncer slept on a chair, golden powder on his fingertips.

Beyond were a dozen booths, with enough space to seat six comfortably. On the right, a few Padlog were shooting targets at the end of an aisle. Images appeared on a screen, and they took turns firing their weapons, cheering as they hit peculiar-looking creatures and mocking each other’s misses.

“Do you see Leslie anywhere?” Magnus asked me. I looked at all of the tables from our vantage point but couldn’t see our friend among the Padlog. A few other beings were spread among the locals, and I didn’t recognize any of their races. One walked by us, its skin translucent, organs beating and moving inside its hairless body.

“Nope.” I swallowed and kept looking.

Something pushed into my back, and a voice whispered in my ear in broken English. “Want to see your friend alive?”

Magnus noticed the gun jammed against me, and as he was about to pull his out, Till stuffed her thin gun against his side and shook her head.

“Damn it.” We’d been set up. What did they want? “Where is she?” I growled, feeling the insectoid’s hot breath against my cheek.

“Come,” it said and pushed me toward the dank back corner of the bar where the only light was a small red bulb hanging from a socket on the end of a rope. A Padlog sat behind a booth, his hands laid out flat on the tabletop. A large mug of nectar was parked before him, mostly untouched.

“The one and only Dean Parker,” he said.


Nine

The insectoid leaned back, not breaking eye contact with me. He looked familiar, and I put it together. He’d been there the night we’d first arrived at Haven all that time ago. He was there when Mae escaped in Leslie and Terrance’s ship, before we gave chase with Kareem’s blessing.

“Sergo,” I said. “Where is she?”

He motioned for us to sit down. We obliged, not that we had a choice with two guns pointed at us.

“You are a resourceful man, aren’t you? I knew it the moment I saw you all those years ago. Kareem spoke highly of you,” Sergo said. His eyes were wide and black, his mouth a slim line on an oval-shaped head, highlighted by two antennae moving of their own volition, as if seeking answers to a problem.

“Kareem was a good man.”

“That’s right. He was.” Sergo leaned forward and took his mug, taking a small sip before setting it back down. “How rude of me. Can I get you anything?”

“We’re fine,” I said.

“I wouldn’t mind one of those,” Magnus cut in, and Sergo chuckled, the sound eerily human in nature. He’d spent enough time with the hybrids to pick up a few things, as well as our language. Sergo waved the goon with a gun away from behind me. Till remained beside us, standing casually with her gun in her hand.

“You have more on your mind than just finding Leslie, don’t you?” he asked.

“You know why we’re here. We need to know everything about the Supreme’s latest mission.” I shifted in my seat, nervous he wouldn’t have any information for us. If this whole trip proved to be a waste of time, I’d lost far too many days.

“Yes, Leslie mentioned that,” Sergo said.

“Where is she?” Magnus asked, his voice threatening.

“Don’t worry about her. We go way back, now don’t we? I have her safely tucked away in case things go wrong. Not that they will, right? Dean, your reputation precedes you. Where you go, bodies follow. Dead bodies. Just like the recent deaths of some of the Supreme’s top people. They were on a secret mission and never came back. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” He spoke in English, and I looked around, making sure there were no prying eyes or ears. If someone overheard the fact we’d killed two of the Supreme’s troops, we might not leave Volim alive.

“Keep it down, would you? Yes, we know something about that, but they came in guns blazing. We had no choice. If they’d explained why we should stop instead of tracking us, we could have prevented…” I almost said, “Mary being taken,” but caught myself. “…the Iskios from escaping.” I whispered the last part.

“The Unwinding. I always thought that was a crazy religious fable. I guess they do know the inner workings of the universe up there in their towers. I, for one, have to thank you guys.” Sergo took another sip.

The guard approached from behind, and I jumped in my seat as he flung two mugs down at the table. The nectar spilled out, wetting the dark wooden tabletop.

“Thank us? For what?” This bug-eyed gangster was getting on my nerves.

“There’s great opportunity for a man like me in times of crisis. And the Unwinding is just that: the ultimate crisis.”

“Just tell me what you know, Sergo, and we’ll leave you to your opportunity.”

“Why so hostile, Dean?”

I started to stand up, but Magnus set a hand on my forearm. “Because I need to know where that crystal world is so I can get there and find my wife,” I hissed.

Sergo leaned back once again. “You were there, weren’t you? When Kareem died?”

I settled back down. “I was.”

“What did he say?” Sergo asked.

I hesitated to tell him but thought he might be easier to work with if I gave him a connection to his old friend. “He told me to change the universe.”

Sergo laughed again; this time, it wasn’t off-putting. “For a Deltra in hiding, he sure was an idealist. I miss him, you know.”

“It looks like we have something in common,” I said.

Sergo smiled a thin grin and nodded. “It does. So you want to know the coordinates to this so-called crystal world you unleashed the Iskios from?”

“We didn’t know. We thought they were the Theos. They fooled us,” I said. This guy knew how to push my buttons. I expected it was part of his game. Make the other side uncomfortable and keep them off balance while trying to get facts. It was working, and I wanted nothing more than to expedite our transaction.

“Regardless, this is what you’re after?” He knew it was, and I could see it in his smug black eyes. His left antenna twitched and gave him away.

“Yes.”

“And what do you have to offer in exchange for this information?” he asked.

Magnus looked over at me. Why hadn’t Leslie anticipated this? Did we think a rogue smuggler like Sergo, who’d had to spend a few years on Haven while his crimes cooled down around him, would freely give us this information?

“We…don’t have anything of value at the moment.” I glanced behind me, seeing Till standing there, pretending to not pay attention to our conversation.

“I think you do have something I can use. Kareem sent you after a device. He was quite the inventor. Those Deltra loved to make things. Some quite dangerous, some more for convenience.”

I didn’t like where he was going with this.

“This particular device would have a lot of value on the open market.” Sergo set his hands on the table. “It’s rumored a whole Bhlat outpost was taken down with it in an instant.”

My gut churned. We needed to find Mary and stop the Unwinding, which we still didn’t know much about. I didn’t have the portable Kalentrek with me, but would I be willing to trade it even if I did have it? I couldn’t have it fall into the wrong hands. With it, they could kill countless beings without so much as a bang. I knew. I’d killed the Kraski with the original Shield, and, as Sergo had stated, the Bhlat outpost where Mae had been shot.

“Look, we aren’t here to negotiate weapons with the likes of you,” Magnus snarled.

“Then I guess I have nothing for you either.” He went to get up, and I shoved the table toward him, pinning him back there. In an instant my gun was in my hand and pointing at him under the table. By the look in his eyes, he knew it. Till was quickly behind me, but Magnus had already stood up, kicking his chair away and drawing on her.

“Well, well. It looks like the rumors about you are true, Parker. You aren’t just a scared Zebtron like you appear.”

“Damn right they are.” I was past the point of caring what this bastard thought of me. “Now you’re going to tell me how to get to the planet, or we’re going to leave here with two less scumbags alive on Volim.”

“If we don’t come back, neither does Leslie.” His words hit me hard.

“I thought you were friends,” I grunted.

“We are, but what kind of friend sets up a deadly meeting like this?” he asked.

A thought occurred to me. I reached into my jumpsuit pocket and pulled out a palm-sized device. “Here. This is worth the trade.”

He eyed it skeptically. “What is it?”

“Kareem gave it to me. It’s called a Relocator.”

Magnus interjected, “Dean, you sure you want to part with that? We could use it to get out of here, you know.”

“We aren’t leaving without Leslie. Not after all the help they’ve given us.” I still held on to the device but let it rest on the table for now.

“How does it work?” he asked, eyes wide.

I had the greedy insectoid hook, line, and sinker. I explained the value of the device, and he watched me teach him the controls with vested interest.

“It’s not what I’d hoped for, but it’ll do in the current situation. If I can’t get the right price for it, I can use it myself. Do you know how many predicaments I could have escaped from with that?” Sergo asked.

“I’d rather not know. Do we have a deal? You give me what I want, and this is yours.” I slid it forward a few inches.

Sergo reached for a breast pocket on his jacket. “Hold on,” Magnus said.

“It’s what you came here for. I happen to have a few sets of eyes in the towers. They were able to procure it quite quickly. If the Supreme knew it was you on that world, you wouldn’t be sitting here now. Just remember that. My advice is to get off Volim as fast as you can. You never know who might feel like selling you out.” Sergo pushed a small datastick across the table.

I snatched it up and left the Relocator there.

“Thanks for your advice. Where’s Leslie?” I asked, getting up from the seat.

“Probably sleeping in her suite by now,” Sergo answered.

“You mean she wasn’t ever in danger?” I asked.

“Why would she be? As you said, we’re friends. Nice doing business with you.” Sergo disappeared to the far corner, Till in tow. She turned back and gave us a wink before holstering her gun and stalking after her boss.

____________

Light poured in through the windows, and I realized I’d forgotten to close the blinds last night. The sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon as we made it to our rooms. We’d found Leslie pacing in her suite, waiting for us. She’d given us each a hug when we returned.

My door buzzed now, and I rolled out of the comfortable bed feeling like I hadn’t slept at all. I threw on my jumpsuit, noticing someone had been in the room and laundered it. It sat nicely folded, smelling like honey and lavender. They were a strange people, but not so different from us.

“Coming,” I called, and when I opened the door, Denni stood there with Magnus and Leslie.

“Guess it’s time to see the Supreme,” Magnus said. He had bags under his eyes, and I wondered if I looked that terrible.

“Just a second. I’ll be right there.” I closed the door and used the facilities before grabbing the datastick under my pillow. I was glad I hadn’t left it in my jumpsuit. That was likely why it had been cleaned. They could snoop while playing the gracious host.

We headed back down the tower and into the room where the Supreme had met with us the day before. He was already at the table, tapping on a tablet in front of him.

“Good. You made it,” he chirped, and our translators did the rest. The small Padlog rubbed his hands together, looking even more like an insect as he did so.

“Can you help us?” I cut right to the chase. If we could get the details on the Theos while we were here, we’d be killing two birds with one stone. Otherwise, I was happy to have the location of the crystal world in my pocket. That was if Sergo had been honest about what the datastick contained.

The Supreme watched us for a moment. “The portals are a vital part of our society. Not the Padlog per se, but the whole of the universe. The Theos created them long ago, and there is an importance behind them you can’t even begin to understand. If they are failing, this is an omen of the end.”

I wasn’t sure making up the lie was such a good idea. “How can I find them?”

“You won’t. Many have tried. We’ve studied them, and countless other beings and deities from the known universe, and believe me, every world has one; some have many. They elude us. It’s almost as if they never did exist, though there is ample proof from numerous worlds. But we cannot find their home world.”

I wondered if he was telling us the truth. He had no reason to be honest with us, and every reason to hide information. “Can you share some of your findings on them? I have an interest in the Theos.”

He chirped a command, and Denni was back with a clear tablet. “On here, we have compiled a history as we know it. It’s not as elaborate as the findings at Bazarn Five, but most of that is useless information. Here we have the necessary details.”

I was flabbergasted he’d share this. “Thank you, Supreme. Hopefully, we can find something of use for our mission.”

“You’re welcome, Dean,” he said. His eyes twinkled. “I hope you had fun in the Vespiary.”
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I was happy to be leaving Volim. We wound our way past the busy moons and intricate space station, back out into calmer territory.

“Think we’re far enough away?” I asked, flipping the datastick between my fingers.

“Yes. Let’s see if Sergo was good to his word. If he isn’t, then he’ll have a nice surprise waiting for him on his next visit to Haven,” Leslie said.

I pushed the universal stick into the helm console and held my breath as data appeared on the small screen. The text was unreadable to my human eyes.

“Here, try this,” Magnus said, grabbing something from a shelf on the bridge. “Clare gave it to me. Apparently, it can translate anything.”

I pulled the datastick out and plugged in the adapter from Clare. When I plugged the stick back in, the readouts came in English. “That woman never ceases to amaze me. Remind me to buy her something special when we’re back home.” Home. It felt so far away.

I tapped the folders open and found the one marked “Leslie.” The data files inside were basic. There was just one line. Coordinates. “Got them!” I yelled. A tiny piece of anxiety broke free, but it was short-lived. The world wasn’t close.

Leslie keyed in the location. “Even with the hyperdrive, it’ll take us two years to get there.”

“The portal. We can map this now.” I went to the captain’s chair and used the console to bring up images on the viewscreen. “Follow me. We know there’s a world a week’s trip from the crystal planet. I was there. We flew in that small ship, but by Mary’s memory.” I zoomed out on the map, and we found twenty habitable worlds within that rough distance.

“How do we know which one it was?” Magnus asked.

“I have a question,” Leslie said. We stopped talking, waiting for her to ask it. “How did the Padlog get there so quickly?”

That made me pause. How had they? If they’d been tracking us, there was no feasible way for them to be waiting so close by.

“I don’t know. Maybe they were in all corners of the galaxy, waiting for someone to arrive?” I said, but it didn’t feel right.

“Wormholes,” Magnus said.

“That’s it. A wormhole.” I leaned back in the captain’s chair, the 3D map of the crystal solar system rotating on the viewscreen.

“Dean, don’t…”

“What?”

“I can’t. You know what happened last time you used them to travel. You came back home and missed seven years. I can’t do that. I have a family. Nat…the kids.” Magnus’ jaw was set in a hard line.

I wanted to yell at him that my wife was gone with my unborn child, but I clenched my teeth together and stopped myself. He was right.

“What are we going to do?” Leslie asked, and no one answered. We didn’t know.

____________

I flipped through the Theos document from the Supreme, trying to grasp anything about the portals I didn’t know. Apparently, that was a lot. We were heading back to Haven, with no better plan at the moment. We decided to get back home, then go as planned to Bazarn Five with everyone. We needed to find the Theos in order to counter the Iskios. I didn’t like the idea but had no choice but to go along with them. I vowed to myself I’d get back to the crystal world alone once my friends were safely at home. I’d do anything to find Mary, and traversing through wormholes counted as anything.

I lay on my bed, staring at the sterile white ceiling. Every time I tried to sleep, I saw her face looking at me, black mist filling the whites of her eyes. I tried to puzzle it out. I was missing something. The portals, the symbols. I’d accessed the portal icons in the computer, but those only showed the ones visible to everyone using the portals.

There were still a large number of worlds blocked off by the mysterious Theos Collective. I had access to those worlds, being gifted the skill by Kareem before his passing, but I couldn’t see the symbols, as I didn’t want to store them where prying eyes might see them.

Something clicked in my mind, a clear image, and I knew it was important. I got up and fumbled for my tablet. Scrolling through my stored images, I flipped open the file on the Iskios’ cube we’d found on the ice world. It was a map. On it was a symbol for the water world, where I’d first laid eyes on the Iskios shadow playing at being a Theos.

But I’d searched high and low for those icons already. They weren’t in either catalog. I stared at the images long and hard. They were stretched out on the page like an unfolded cube, looking ever like a cross. I couldn’t figure it out. The clue had to be there, on this image.

We were getting close to Haven again. Frustration boiled inside me, but I felt powerless to do anything about it. I was helpless when Mary needed the most help. I threw the tablet down on the bed in anger. It spun and slid to a stop as it hit the wall. From here, I could see I’d cracked the screen. Something caught my eye as I looked at the fractured tablet. The symbol on the bottom burned into my eyes.

I recognized it. I’d been looking at it the wrong way this whole time. I ran to the tablet and picked it up, sure I was right. With it now upside down, I knew I’d found the symbol.

“Guys, I need to get to the portal! How far are we from Haven?”

____________

“Dean, it wasn’t a waste of time. We would’ve had no idea how to get to the crystal world if we hadn’t met with Sergo. At least now we can get to the place where you borrowed the ship. It’s just another week.”

Magnus was trying to help me, but it just made me angrier. Another week. A week was forever while Mary was infiltrated by the essence of the Iskios.

“Why don’t you go home?” I asked Magnus. We were at Leslie and Terrance’s. They’d made me go there first to get more supplies.

“I’m coming with you. Can you wait one more day?” he asked.

Could I? Everything in me wanted to rush for her, now that I knew how to get there, but I also knew I should let Magnus see his family. Nat would kill me if anything happened to him.

“Fine. Let’s go.”

Terrance walked in as we were heading out the door. “Ready to go back already?”

“Yeah, we’re going to go back to Spero for a few hours,” I said, catching Magnus’ grim reaction. A couple of hours was better than no time with his family at all. I decided I could convince him to stay once we were home.

“Great, let’s get to the ship.” Terrance grabbed a vest and tossed it on. “Dean, thanks for bringing Leslie back in one piece.”

I was irritable and ready to be on the move. “Don’t thank me. She’s the only reason I got anything out of the mission.”

A half hour later, we stood at the portal stones. Terrance was gone. Only Magnus and I stood before the glowing crystal. I wanted to key in my secret code to access the blocked icons and confirm my thought that the upside-down image from the map matched the planet icon I was thinking of. I looked up at the surveillance and thought better of it.

Instead, I found the symbol for New Spero and gave Magnus a forced smile before tapping the icon.


Eleven

“It had me thinking,” Clare said. “Sarlun told you the Theos used some tracking devices on the Iskios so many years ago in order to hunt them all down to bring to this crystal world. What if we could make a device like that?”

The whole gang was holed up in Terran Three. The research facility was one of two located on New Spero, and Clare was adamant we needed to visit there before going on the next leg of our trip. We stood in a brightly-lit room, with shelves and cabinets lining the north wall, and a large white smooth-topped workstation.

“How would you do that?” I asked, tapping the table with a nervous energy.

Nick rolled his eyes, telling me he’d heard this a hundred times already. Nat was there, and little Dean played with a truck on the floor near his father’s leg. He hadn’t left Magnus’ side since his dad had returned home.

“That would be really cool.” This from Leonard, who, for once, had put his pencils and paper away and was talking with us instead of being a silent witness.

“First, I’d test such a device on some known DNA. Dog, for example. And then I’d see if I could get it to locate said animal,” Clare said.

“I’m assuming this isn’t hypothetical. Did you find the dog?” I asked.

She nodded. “I did, but the problem is, the device only works in close range.” She blew a strand of blonde hair out of her face and smiled. “But…I think I can get it to target almost anything, as long as we know what we’re looking for.”

“How about a long-dead, misty black Iskios?” I asked.

“That’s what I was going to say next.” Clare stood and passed something to me. It was the size of a paperback book and had a screen covering half the top.

“It’s heavy,” I said, hefting it in my hands.

“It’s got a lot of stuff in it.” Clare smiled. “Take this and see if you can find any remnants of the Iskios while you’re there. Just in case…”

Clare didn’t finish her thought, so I did it for her: “In case Mary isn’t there. Gotcha.” I frowned and felt bad for raising my voice. These were my friends, and all they wanted to do was help. “I’m sorry. It’s been a trying few weeks.”

Slate came over and set his hand on my shoulder. “We know, Dean. We all want to get her back.”

“Any chance you’ve duplicated the Relocator?” Magnus asked, his eyes hopeful.

“Not yet. That was something far beyond our understanding. It’s one thing to trick the eyes or track biological particles, but transporting molecules is something for gods, not mere mortals.” Clare smiled thinly. “I do have another cloaking device for you, and some new weapons. Want to see those?”

I agreed, but my heart was heavy. Slate and Magnus rushed over, and I stood behind them as they excitedly played with some new guns and something that looked like a grenade. I’d leave them to it.

Slate had convinced me to come, though it really didn’t take much to twist my arm. He’d been there with me when she was taken, and I was happy to have him along.

Leonard stood watching with wide eyes as Slate tested the grenade in a containment field room. Inside, a watermelon sat on the metal floor. He lobbed it through the blue field and counted down the timer he’d set on it. Six seconds later, the watermelon exploded, but instead of spraying everywhere, an energy sphere around it contained the damage and muffled the noise.

“How did you do that?” Natalia asked.

“With a built-in containment field. Grenades and this type of weapon are usually loud and destructive, so I thought, what if you could keep the victim isolated, and the noise to a minimum? Voila.” Clare stood straight-backed, and Nick wrapped an arm around her waist and kissed her on the head.

“Awesome!” Slate yelled. “Can I do that again?”

The others laughed, and I stood watching the watermelon drip inside the shield.

“Now, who wants to see…”

I cut her off. We’d been thinking about this the wrong way. “The detector you’re working on. Could you use it to track a specific person instead of the Iskios?”

It caught her off-guard, and Clare stopped in her tracks, a pensive look crossing her face. “I suppose that would work. I hadn’t really thought of it that way yet. I was trying to duplicate what the Theos had used the theory for. Oh, my God. Mary.”

“Exactly. If you go to my house, there’ll be DNA everywhere. Feel free to take her hairbrush…whatever you need.” I was getting excited. If we didn’t find her on the crystal world, maybe Clare could track her down.

“Dean, you know it’s only working in a two-mile radius so far? I’m not sure I can stretch it to what you need,” Clare said.

“I know you, and you’re resourceful. Look at all of the amazing things you’ve been able to come up with. Find a way to boost the signal, and you have it. And if you come to Bazarn Five with us, you might find your answer.” They were waiting on us to return before we made our trip to the world that Sarlun was calling “the center of their own universe.”

Clare smiled widely at this. “I’ll do everything I can, Dean.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Now who’s ready to get this show on the road?”

“I wouldn’t mind some lunch first,” Slate said, rubbing his stomach with his left hand.

“And this is why I always hated road trips,” I said, not admitting that my own belly was grumbling.

____________

Terran Three was turning into the Mecca of New Spero. I hadn’t spent more than a day there before, and that was a long time ago. Since the influx of people from Earth, the size of the city had tripled. It was on desert-like terrain; each of the Terran cities was unique in what it could produce and grow. Here they did most of our manufacturing, and it was near the warmest spot year-round on the planet.

There were textile plants, food processing facilities, and everything from coffee roasters to plumbing manufacturers. Life went on. Capitalism still existed, even after the world ended. Initially, there had been a barter system, but it was quickly evident that with this many people, a currency was needed. Everyone needed to work and get paid.

Already I’d heard about unions trying to form, but the government that Patty had begun to build had come to full fruition, and though each Terran location could set some internal municipality rules, they all had to abide by the New Spero guidelines. That meant taxes and social programs. Earth may have been gone, but a lot of its problems had followed us.

I’d been so distracted by my own life and the things I was dealing with away from New Spero that I’d hardly noticed what was happening on our own planet. When I was in my own home, out on the acreage near Terran One, it felt like paradise. Now, walking the streets of Terran Three, it felt like another industrialized city. Mary always reminded me that it was necessary, that without all of this, society would crumble. She was probably right.

I still wished better for our new world. We were in downtown Terran Three, and Clare was leading us to her new favorite restaurant. She could tell from my glare that I didn’t want to waste my time with this, but she swore it would be quick.

“Spare some credits?” I hadn’t even noticed the woman curled in a ball at the base of a building.

She was haggard. Young too. The others kept going, but I stopped and crouched down in front of her.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

She looked surprised someone was talking to her. “I’m…uhm…Annabelle.”

“Where are you from?”

“Here, I guess. I lived in one of the compounds on the outskirts of town when I first came.”

She couldn’t have been over twenty. Her brown hair was greasy, matted together. Her clothes weren’t much more than rags covering a skeletal frame. “Annabelle. That’s a nice name. I mean, where were you before? Before it all?”

She visibly relaxed and told me, “I grew up in a suburb outside Chicago. Nice place.”

“What vessel were you on?” I asked.

“Twenty-five.” Her eyes broke contact with me, and I instantly knew her experience during the Event was a traumatizing one. It had been for everyone.

“Did you come to New Spero on the first influx or last year?”

She shifted in her sitting position, still not looking me in the eyes. “Last year. I’d been living in Chicago. Things weren’t good for me there.”

“What do you want to do?” I looked and saw track marks on her arms.

“I don’t know.” Tears fell down her face. “I can cook.”

“My friend Nick here’s going to give you some information.” Nick was a doctor, and he would know of any rehab programs on New Spero.

Nick came over and softly spoke to her. While he did that, I searched for local tablet IDs and found an image of the girl, a much healthier version of herself, and tapped a hundred credits over to it.

She mouthed a “thank you” to me, and I heard Nick say my name to her. Maybe if she knew the Hero of Earth had a vested interest in her well-being, she would turn things around. I hoped so.

We walked to lunch after Nick said he’d meet us there. I looked around with a new perspective of our world.


Twelve

The lander set down near the caverns of Terran Five. The portal room was just inside, and it was becoming a spot I seemed to visit frequently. Leonard was the first to exit, with Magnus and Slate right behind him. It appeared I was bringing a full crew this time. Clare and Natalia had wanted to come as well, but they had other things they needed to do.

Clare promised she would get the tracking device perfected. Watching Magnus separate from his wife and children had been hard, so I’d turned from it, leaving them to their private moment.

We’d wasted too much time on New Spero, a full day already. A day I could have been getting to Mary. But I did have a bag full of new tools, and an ambitious assortment of characters with me.

“Lead the way, boss.” Slate grabbed two packs, one full of weapons from Clare and the other full of food and water. We were in our EVAs, and excitement thrummed through me as we entered the caves in the mountainside that led to the portal room. I blinked and recalled the first time I’d set foot in here. The stones had called me, and I’d freaked Slate out.

“With any luck, we can bounce to the next world and be on a ship in less than an hour.” I was walking quickly, my EVA boots kicking up dust in the corridor with each step.

“Boss, in front of you!” The concern in his voice was evident, and I instantly went for the pulse pistol holstered at my side.

A panicked series of tweets and chirps carried to me from down the hall, and I put a hand up, letting the others behind me know to stop. “Suma?” I called, seeing a small form in a white EVA of her own. Her proboscis twitched behind her facemask. I flipped on my translator, using my arm console.

“What are you doing here?” I asked her, knowing she had her own built-in device that would allow her to understand me.

She stood proudly with a pack on her back and a rifle in her hand. “I’m here to help.”

“Does your father know you’re here?” I asked.

“Yes. He only hesitantly approved, but if there’s one thing you’ve taught me, it’s to go with your gut.” Our translators worked much better now, and with their entire language in our catalog system, the clipped translations were a thing of the past with the Shimmali people.

“You have to go home, Suma.” I walked up to her and started to lead her back to the portal room.

In our suits, the top of her head came to the middle of my chest, and even though she seemed the size of a ten-year-old human, she was technically an adult of her race. This was something she loved to remind me and her father of, any chance she got.

“I’m old enough to make my own decisions,” Suma said, proving the point I’d made to myself.

“It’s too dangerous. Let’s get you back.”

She stopped, feet planted firmly in the hall. “No. I’m coming with you. Mary is my friend too. I’ve brought some things to help as well. You know I’m resourceful. Slate, am I right?”

“Whoa, Suma, leave me out of this,” Slate said before adding, “but she is right, boss. We could use her. That alien mind works in ways ours don’t, and it might prove useful.”

I shook my head in disbelief. Sarlun was going to kill me. “Okay, Suma. You’re in but be careful. If anything happens to you, I won’t be able to live with myself.” I turned to my three counterparts. “Everyone watch and protect her. Got it?”

Magnus grunted. “As if we’d do anything but. Stop worrying so much, Dean. We got this. Let’s go.” He pushed past me and led us to the portal room.

I found myself perched before the table with the icons. The stone glowed brightly beneath it, and the symbols on the walls danced in light as we’d entered the room. My hands shook slightly as I scrolled down before entering the pattern I needed to unlock the hidden symbols. The screen changed, showing me the concealed worlds in muted gray.

I knew the icon was here, but where? I flipped through the pages until I found it, the symbol I’d initially been looking at the wrong way. This was the way to the portal on the water world, where we’d resurrected a space station in the likeness of what we thought was a Theos symbol. Now we knew it for what it was: a test by the Iskios to find a worthy flesh-and-blood vessel.

The symbol stared back at me, and I glanced at my crew. Magnus gave me a wink, and I pressed the icon. Everything went white.

We appeared inside the metallic-floored portal room, tucked away on the island in the water world. The symbol, Mary had instinctively known, would lead us to the small world where we’d loaded up on fruit and nuts and found the ship that led us to the crystal world.

I scrolled through the floating icons, knowing the symbol wasn’t on any other table I’d seen. The Iskios had somehow ensured that. I stopped at the right one, ready to press it. Before I did, I turned and looked across the room. Stone walls were wide apart, opening into the place with three chairs, the very same ones where Mary and I had traveled to the day of the Event in our minds together.

No one bothered me as I crossed the space, resting a hand on the chair Mary had been lying on only a couple of weeks prior.

“Dean, let’s go.” Slate was beside me, hand on my shoulder.

I nodded and went back to the portal table. Everyone stood quietly, and I pressed the icon.

The room we appeared in wasn’t the same one we’d entered only a few weeks ago. “Wait, this isn’t it!” I couldn’t believe it. It had to be right.

“Boss, it is. Look at the doorway, the design of the walls. It just looks more…aged,” Slate said. He’d been there with us, and he was correct.

I ran a gloved hand along the wooden support beam along the wall, and a few rotten pieces of it fell to the floor. “How is this possible?”

“I have no idea. Let’s get out of here.” Slate led the way, with me bringing up the rear.

We ran through the semi-familiar corridors, but something was off about them now. The shiny metal was dulled, as if it needed a polish.

“Hangar’s ahead.” Slate’s voice entered my earpiece. He stopped so abruptly, I saw Suma run into his back.

“What is it, Slate?” I asked, pushing past Magnus and Leonard.

“The ships…”

I finally saw what he was talking about. The previously colorful hangar was now covered in shrubbery; a large tree grew in the center of the space, thick brown branches stretching the width of the building.

“We were just here,” I said quietly as I walked toward the tree trunk. I looked for signs of the ships we’d left behind.

“Are you telling me this place wasn’t full of foliage a couple weeks ago?” Magnus asked.

Leonard walked around the room, eyes wide. Only Suma seemed to be on a mission. I spotted the top of her helmet over some weeds twenty yards away. “Dean, over here,” her tweets translated.

I caught up to the small Shimmali girl and spotted the ship. It was larger than the tiny one the three of us had cramped onto, and I recognized it from before. Suma was already at the rear underside, trying to access it.

“Even if you can get in, this hunk of junk looks like it’ll never see the light of day again.” Magnus kicked the landing gear with a thud. Something fell off the side of the ship.

A huge branch hung overhead, threatening to crush the idle vessel at any moment. “Let’s see if we can find one of the others. We left a couple behind.”

We each started in a corner of the hangar, looking for the other vessels in the thick brush. Nature had taken over the whole area, making it seem like decades had passed since we’d last been there. It didn’t make sense.

“Here.” Leonard’s arm could be seen waving from near the room’s left corner. “I doubt this thing is getting off the ground, though.”

“Anyone have a hedge trimmer?” Slate asked. “There’s another one of the ships like the one we were on, Dean, but same thing. It’s pretty beat up.”

Here we were, finally on the right track to get to the crystal world, and we were sidelined again. My heart rate sped up; the monitor on my suit began softly beeping an alert. The room felt like it was caving in on me. The looming tree surrounded by the dense plants was enough to throw me into a panic attack if I wasn’t careful, so I did the only thing I could think of. I left the hangar.

The doors were broken off from the wall, and I stepped through the opening onto the long grass outside, into a morning on this world. The ground was dewy, and the buildings that had stood the last time we’d visited were nothing more than piles of rubble, crumbled from years of disuse.

“How is this possible?” I asked, not intending for anyone to answer.

Leonard appeared behind me, gawking at the scene before him. “This is the same place you were at? The one with the fruit?”

“The one and the same, only it wasn’t like this. Not quite.” I started forward, following the path we’d taken before. Leonard came along, matching my pace with long strides as we roamed down an old road past the beaten buildings and into the copse of fruit-bearing trees.

“Is the air okay?” I asked him, not wanting to spend time checking our sensors. I was looking for signs, any indication we weren’t at the right place.

“Should be compatible,” he suggested.

A lot could happen to a planet’s atmosphere in a century, or however long had apparently passed in the span of a few weeks. I hit the helmet release and lifted my mask, letting the warm breeze brush against my face. This was the spot where I’d kissed Mary, the taste of overripe fruit lingering on our lips.

I grabbed a piece of the hanging food and took a bite, and was rewarded with its pleasant flavors.

“Want one?” I asked, tossing one of them to Leonard. He caught the yellow fruit and released his helmet, raising his mask.

“Thanks.” He bit into it and smiled, yellow pulp stuck in his teeth. “It’s good. Dean?”

“Yeah?” I asked, still looking around the alien orchard.

“What do we do if we can’t get one of the ships to work?”

I didn’t know. “That’s not an option.”

“Dean, you better get back here,” Magnus said through my earpiece.

“Come on, Leonard. Grab some for the others. Let’s get going.” I picked as many as I could hold, and we wound our way back as the heat of the morning grew stronger.

Slate was outside, peeling off his EVA when we arrived. “Look what I found!” He had four machete-type knives leaned against the hangar’s exterior wall.

“Perfect. Time to get to work.” I began removing my EVA and piled it beside Slate’s.

We began hacking away pieces of the dense leaves, branches, and plants away from the largest of the three vessels. By the time we had it all cleared, we were drenched in sweat and panting. My palms were thankful I had on the thin gloves that I wore under the EVA suit; otherwise, they’d be covered in blisters.

Suma and Leonard were piling the debris to the side, and we were ready to board this ship and see what kind of condition it was really in.

I tried to get the ramp open from the exterior, but the computer screen wouldn’t even boot for me. This was a problem.

“Let me try.” Suma grabbed something from her backpack, sticking it magnetically to the side of the vessel. It turned on, and she tapped a small screen, typing away on a clear keypad. The blank comp-screen on the ship blinked on before flashing off again. “Almost there,” she said, her proboscis bending to the side in concentration. She keyed more commands into it, and before we knew it, the comp-screen was activated.

With a last flurry of typing with her short fingers, the ramp lowered with a hiss. “We’re in!” her tweet translated.

I was so happy I could have cheered and carried her on my shoulders, but the enthusiasm was short-lived when I saw the interior of the ship. Junk was piled high in the rear cargo area, and a pitiful light flickered on and off, setting a series of shadows against the walls.

Magnus was beside me, hands on hips. “Think she can fly?”

I blew out a deep breath of air. “I don’t know. Let’s hope so.”

Suma went with Magnus to the engineering room, and Slate and Leonard continued to help me in the clean-up effort. We pushed ourselves, unloading crates of rotten food, spoiled supplies labeled in strange languages, and what looked like a bunch of junk. It reminded me a bit of the robo-pirates we’d encountered, and I made sure we checked every crevice of the ship for hidden deathbots before we could relax and set our weapons down.

The ship was a different layout from the ones we used. The cockpit, or compact bridge, was above the rest of the space in the center of the ship. It was only large enough for three people to be on it at a time and had two consoles. It appeared one was for piloting, and the other for manning the weapons, which Suma warned me were plentiful, even on the small craft.

The cargo area was in the rear, with bunks at the front left side, and an open room for eating and maybe socializing on the opposite end of the corridor. The whole ship had a stale scent to it, and we left the ramp down, hoping some fresh air would filter through it. Once we could power it on, the filtration system could clear that up for us, if we got it running.

I tried not to think what it would mean if we were stuck there. We’d have to go back. It meant I either boycotted the trip to the crystal planet entirely, assuming Mary was gone already, or I went back, this time alone. I already started to think of worlds I could reach with the portals that wouldn’t make the trip by hyperspeed so long.

I even considered going back to Volim to ask them for help. If they used a wormhole, I could do the same, because I didn’t care if I lost years back at New Spero. Only getting Mary back mattered.

“Dean, you’re going to want to see this.” Slate’s voice was calm but urgent. “Bring your pulse rifle.”

The cargo area was mostly cleared, with a few crates of unknown goods still stacked neatly on the far edge. Slate stood looking at the wall, Leonard was close beside him, and they were blocking my line of sight.

“What is it?” I asked.

They parted from each other, giving me a view of the hidden panel that was now open. A figure stood inside the space in the wall.


Thirteen

“What do we do with it?” I asked them. No one spoke for a minute; we all just stared at the unmoving body.

“Turn it on?” Leonard offered.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. The last time I came face to face with a robot, I was almost killed.” This didn’t look the same as the pirate robots, though. This was thinner, sleeker, its gray metallic material scuffed and worn, making me wonder if it was ever shiny and new.

I tapped my earpiece. “Magnus, where are we with the engines?”

The pause told me the news wasn’t going to be good. “You don’t want to hear it.” Magnus sounded stressed. “Give us a while longer.”

“We found something. You might want to take a break. Suma may have a better idea what to do with it than us,” I said.

“What is it?” Magnus asked.

“A robot, an android, I don’t really know. It’s metal and powered down,” I answered.

“We’ll be right there,” Magnus said.

We stood there watching it for another minute before Magnus and Suma found us. Suma made her way to the front and let out a series of excited noises. “This could be just what we need.”

“How so?” I asked her.

“The engines are damaged beyond my ability. But this” – she pointed at the slender android – “this could help us. Many races have onboard androids to assist with engineering or repairs. This looks like one of those races.”

Hope welled up in my chest but didn’t last long when I remembered the android wasn’t on either. “How do we fire it up?”

“Give me a hand,” she said, and we made room for the largest of us, Magnus and Slate, to slide it free from the hiding space.

They grunted as its heavy feet dragged behind it on the metal floor, leaving scratches. We all pitched in and got it lowered to the ground, face up. It was shaped like a humanoid, which I found made sense, since most of the creatures we’d encountered had been bipedal. It had two eyes and a slit for a voice to carry through. The joints were smooth, like the creator had attempted to hide the fact the body was robotic. Its legs were proportionately thinner than the torso, the arms a little too short to be human.

I also noticed it had seven mechanical fingers and a thumb on each hand. Did the creators make it after their image, or was there a superior functionality to this many digits?

Suma looked around, trying to find something. “What do you need?” Leonard asked her.

“Power cord,” she said, scouring.

“I think I remember seeing one.” Leonard ran down the ramp and into the hangar.

“Even if you find a power cord, how are you going to juice him up when the ship’s dead?” Magnus asked.

She tapped her head with a short digit. “I told you I’d be valuable.” Her utilitarian backpack was in the corner of the room, and she went to it, rifling through what looked like a never-ending pile of devices. She pulled something compact from the bag and began unfolding it.

Leonard stumbled back in a rush. Sweat dripped down his brow. “I found the cord!”

Suma took the cord and attached one end to the still android. It plugged in near the base of its heel.

“Now what?” I asked, and Suma’s snout twitched.

“Now I hook up this adapter.” She fumbled around her pack, trying a few pieces until she found one that fit. “Then I take this solar panel, bring it outside, charge it, and bring it back inside, thus powering up the android.”

She made it sound like this was an everyday occurrence. Simple.

“Well, I’ll be. You’re quite the Shimmali!” Slate put his large arm around her shoulder and she beamed up at him.

“Do you want the honor?” She passed Slate the unfolded solar panel. It was only a couple of feet in length and a handspan tall.

“Where does the energy store?” I asked her.

She tapped the bottom of the panel, where a small box attached to it. “In here.”

Slate took the panel and said he’d find an extra-sunny spot for it.

“What now?” Magnus asked.

I pulled over a couple of crates and sat on one. “We wait.”

____________

Two hours passed, and we cleaned every inch of the ship we could. It was in surprisingly good shape once we cleared the debris from inside, but we still wouldn’t know if it was spaceworthy until we got the system up and running.

“It’s charged.” Suma walked up the ramp. “Good thing too, because night is falling out there.”

She attached the power source to the adapter on the cord plugging into the android and hit a few icons on the panel’s screen.

I held my breath as it started to charge. We now had to wait for the android to power up, if it still worked. I couldn’t help feeling like we were wasting time, but we had no choice.

We talked about anything but the trip ahead while we sat there. Dust and dirt covered my sweaty body, sticking to me in any place my jumpsuit didn’t cover, and even some where it did. Slate told us about Denise, but only after Magnus poked and prodded it out of him. It was nice to see Slate’s eyes sparkle as he spoke about a woman. He’d been through so much, and I was thrilled he’d finally met someone.

It only brought my own excruciatingly painful emotions to the surface, but I pushed it down. There was only the mission now. No matter what small talk we made, I had one objective: to find Mary at any cost.

“Dean, look,” Suma said. She’d been perched over the metal man since she’d plugged it in.

Its eyes began burning a hot yellow. “It’s working,” I whispered, trying not to jinx it. I ran my hands along my bearded face to help mitigate the stress I was feeling.

We all leaned in over the android, watching it power up. With a sudden jerk, it hinged upward into a sitting position, nearly head-butting Magnus. He moved out of the way just in time, and for a second, I thought he was going to shoot the android in reflex.

A monotone voice box transmitted a series of nonsensical phrases as its head turned left to right, looking at each of us: evaluating.

Suma opened a panel on its right forearm, and it didn’t fight her. She grabbed a datastick from her pack and plugged it into a receptacle. Its eyes turned light blue for a moment before going orange and staying there.

She closed the panel and looked at us smugly. “What did that do?” I asked, unsure why she looked so happy.

“Hello. I am W88473587369. Excuse me while I check my condition,” it said in a low monotone voice. Its eyes dimmed, then went black.

“Is it…?” Magnus asked.

“It’s just doing a diagnostic check. It should be back online soon,” Suma said.

“This is so cool.” Leonard was using his suit’s camera to take images of the android, likely for later issues of his Survivors comic. Every comic needed a robot.

Soon it was back, orange eyes looking around once again. “I seem to be fully operational.” It stood up, forcing us to jump back. It was quick when it wanted to be.

“Hello, W884… how about I call you W?” I asked.

“W is acceptable. Where is my crew?” it asked, peering past us toward the corridor that led to the bunks and the stairs to the bridge.

“I’m sorry, W, but they aren’t here,” I said.

“Were we attacked?” it asked.

“That much isn’t clear either. We need to get this ship operational so we can take it into space. Can you assist with that?” I leaned forward. The android was a couple of inches shorter than I was, and I looked down into its glowing orange eyes. Its voice was low, and I instantly thought of it as male, though that wasn’t necessarily true. Humans, always trying to put things into categories. It must make us feel better somehow.

“I will get it running. Then I can access the records and identify what occurred.” It turned and began walking away from us with no further comments.

“Suma, do you mind watching it? Maybe you can learn something important about the ship.” Before I finished speaking, Suma was already trailing W down the corridor toward the engine room.

“We may as well get some rest,” Magnus said.

Leonard was yawning, and Slate was slouched on a crate, gazing after the android and Suma. “I sure hope this bucket of bolts can get us up there.”

“Me too, Slate. Me too.”

____________

“Try again,” W instructed Slate, who turned the tool as hard as he could. Veins stuck out of his thick arms as he pulled with all his strength.

W tapped the blank screen, and it whirred to life. The engineering room filled with banging and rough-sounding noises but calmed as W typed codes into the screen with all fourteen fingers in a blur. Soon there was nothing more than the constant hum of the drive powering up.

“We did it!” Suma called, hugging the android.

He patted her on the back. “It appears we did.”

“W, run a full system check on this vessel. Find out what else needs to be repaired. It’s all well and good to get the drive working, but if we get to space only to be torn apart because of a hole in the hull, we’ve succeeded at nothing.” I wondered how the android would accept taking orders from me.

“Already begun. We should have a readout in four point oh eight seconds. There it is.” W scrolled through the data on the screen, and I glanced at it, seeing nothing but gibberish.

“Nothing serious, Captain.” W had begun calling me that, and no one had corrected it. “A few minor welds to the exterior, a filtration change, a septic flush, and a thorough blow to the thrusters. Then we should be operational.”

The list wasn’t tiny, but it sounded better than I’d expected. “Tell us what we can do to help.” Magnus looked rested, but Slate’s eyes were dark and puffy as if he’d stayed awake all night, his nightmares coming back to haunt his dreams.

“You two can do the septic flush. It does not require my particular skill set.” W’s voice stayed steady, but it felt like he was trying to make a joke.

“I knew it,” Slate said, punching Magnus in the arm. “If you’d have kept your trap shut, we could be changing filters or pressure-washing the exterior.”

I left them to bicker and found Suma at the computer screen on the side of the engineering room.

“Thanks for doing all of this,” I said. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

She smiled like only a Shimmali could. “It’s my pleasure. Anything for you or Mary. But we haven’t got it off the ground yet.”

I settled my arm over her shoulders. “We will.”

We had to.


Fourteen

If there was one thing I knew from my previous life in the business world, it was that things often happened when you least wanted them to. After repairing the list W had given us, three more issues popped up. It was like renovating. If you tear open the wall behind that shower, be prepared to find something you didn’t expect.

Once the ship was able to pressurize, we found the filtration system couldn’t handle the load, so we had to unwind part of each cartridge in order to allow the right amount of airflow through. Then we blew the lights in the bunks while cleaning the thrusters, which wasn’t the end of the world, but I’d stubbed my toe on a bed post and was now hobbling around the ship.

Two days. Another two lost days. That morning as I’d slept, I dreamt I’d found Mary on the crystal world, the Iskios gone from her eyes. She embraced me, kissing me deeply as we celebrated her pregnancy. I promised her we were done with everything, that we’d live our lives in peace. She smiled at me, eyes turning misty and black, and said it wasn’t possible. The Unwinding was too far gone.

I’d awoken in a sweat and knew it was just my psychosomatic mind creating illusions, but… it felt real. It felt like her lips lingered on mine even as I lay there.

“Dean?” Leonard called my name, and judging by the look on his face, it hadn’t been the first time he’d tried for my attention.

I looked down at the table where I sat; my food sat untouched. “Sorry. Just a lot on my mind. Any news?”

“According to W, all systems are go.” Leonard smiled before grabbing himself a meal pack. With the pull of a tab, the breakfast meal heated itself. His overcooked scrambled eggs and sausage were ready in under a minute.

We were ready to leave this world. Magnus and I had done a hike the day before, after the android told us he needed a few hours, and that there was nothing us humans could help him with. The planet was peaceful. It was a classic case of nature taking over what had once belonged to it. Signs of an ancient civilization were everywhere, even miles in the distance, but the only life we saw were some bird-like creatures and small multi-limbed furry animals scurrying around the tall grass.

I made a note to ask W again about the crew that belonged to the ship. When I first broached the subject, he was tight-lipped. W told me he hadn’t had time to access the data yet, but something about the conversation made me think the android knew more than he was letting on.

I wolfed some of the cold eggs down and tossed the container in the trash. My heart sped up, and I moved faster through the ship, working my way toward the compact cockpit that acted as the bridge. Slate stood at the base of the steps and stuck a fist out. I tapped it with mine.

“Let’s go find Mary, boss.”

I pumped my legs up the steps, my stubbed toe a distant memory. Magnus turned to me as I arrived, and Suma said hello without looking behind her.

A viewscreen flickered on, and I laughed at the size of it. I used to watch Yankee games on a bigger screen at home.

“Engines ready. Drive charged. Pressure accurate.” W listed off more necessary functions, and I watched as he handled the controls. He’d told us he could pilot the vessel, getting us to the coordinates we’d provided him. He didn’t need to sleep or eat, so he made the best pilot we could hope for.

The ceiling was still open from the last time we were here, and we didn’t have to contend with exiting the hangar. The thrusters kicked into life, and the whole ship rumbled with power. I stood there, anxiously anticipating the liftoff.

“Hold on, Mary. We’re coming,” I said quietly enough for no one else to hear. W lifted his head from his task and turned to look at me briefly before getting back to the controls.

With a slight lurch, the vessel rose from the ground. Magnus’ jaw was clenched, his eyes staring at the viewscreen with intensity. I found myself watching the others on the bridge rather than the screen. We left the hangar and were over the dilapidated city when I looked out the viewscreen. I realized I was holding my breath when Magnus let out a whooping cheer.

“Dubs, you are a master in class, my friend,” Magnus told the android, using the nickname he’d started for the bot.

“Er, thank you, friend.” W brought us up higher, past the ancient ruins of the locals, into the sky. The android increased the propulsion, and we broke through the atmosphere and into the darkness of space. “Is everyone alive?” it asked. When we all stayed silent, it spoke again. “That’s a joke,” it said mechanically.

“Don’t quit your day job, Dubs. Let’s see what these engines can do,” Magnus suggested.

W tapped instructions into the console. “Inertia field is live. Drive is charged. Activating.”

The hum of the ship picked up speed, and the whole vessel shook enough to feel it carry through my feet and into my knees.

We all stared out the viewscreen as the ship raced away from the world, and when W made one final tap on the console computer, I felt my gut heave. Stars stretched on the screen, and we were off.

After far too long, I’d made it. We were only a few days from getting to the crystal world, where the Iskios had lain in wait after leaving a trail of bread crumbs for us to follow.

____________

The lights were dim on the bridge. W was propped in the pilot’s seat, unmoving. For a moment, I thought he might be deactivated, but when he heard my footsteps, he turned his head toward me.

“Hello, Captain.” His robotic voice was low, as if he was concerned with waking someone.

“Hey, W. I just wanted to say thank you again.”

“You do know I am an android, correct?” he asked.

“Of course I do.”

“Then why do you acknowledge me as if I am one of your own?”

This conversation was getting strange. “Because you helped us, and I do see you as one of us, as far as I’m concerned. Where I come from, someone helps you, you say thank you.”

“Intriguing. Then you are different from my crew.” He turned back, silently looking out the viewscreen. I knew he didn’t need to see the streaming stars beyond to know where he was, but it added to my humanizing of the android.

“Tell me about them,” I urged.

“They bought me on Treznar Eight. I worked for an ice mining crew for forty years: a family business. They were killed in a border skirmish that was so common for the region. When things got serious, they conscripted all vessels into battle. They didn’t stand a chance. The AX-3694 vessel was good for one thing only: hauling ice.”

I was surprised by his response. I hadn’t expected this real discussion. The android we called W continued to amaze me.

“That must have been hard,” I said.

“How so?” he asked.

“They were basically your family. You worked with them for forty years, then one day they were gone.”

“I do not understand. I am an android.”

It was easy to forget he didn’t have feelings as we did. “I’m sorry. Go on.”

“The winning government took all debris, and they found me among the wreckage. I was rebuilt, memory intact, and I was sold to a new crew. Of this vessel.”

He stopped, but I didn’t think his story was over. “What did they do? Who were they?”

“They were traders. They went from planet to planet exchanging goods, and transporting people when necessary.”

“Where did they come from?” I asked.

“They were from Mawitakos.” He brought up data on the console and showed me a map. It wasn’t anywhere I’d ever heard of before, but the images were depressing: the planet was gray, with two dim stars in-system, looking on the verge of being snuffed out.

“No wonder they left,” I muttered.

“Yes. They often claimed to be glad to be gone from Mawitakos, but occasionally, Yeloik would regale the others with songs about home. The captain would allow it if he was feeling homesick,” W said.

I was genuinely curious. “How did you come to arrive on the world where we found you?”

“Larsk Two. Much nicer than Larsk One. They have insects there the size of your friend Slate,” W said, and I shuddered. I’d seen enough insectoids and giant moths to know I didn’t want to deal with life-sized black widows, with or without guns. “We were bringing some antiquity or another to Larsk One when we were sidelined with a ship malfunction. I had to land before we ran out of oxygen.”

“Why did you never leave?” I asked, resting on the second seat.

“I don’t recall,” W said. “We fixed the ship, and the captain and the others went looking for treasure, they said. The world was empty, buildings everywhere, only they were still standing back then.”

“How long ago was this? Give or take.”

He paused, as if calculating. “From the data Suma provided me, it would equal one thousand four hundred and eleven years and twenty-five days of your Earth time. Give or take.”

My jaw dropped. “You were sitting there for fifteen hundred years? Why didn’t you leave?”

“They never came back from their search of the city. The captain told me to wait, so I did. Eventually, I could not charge any longer. I closed myself into the wall and shut it before powering down.”

My hands went to my face, and I took a deep breath. “Wow. You were there when we came a few weeks ago.”

“I suppose I was.”

“Well, if we ever get into a situation like that, feel free to find a new life. Just come looking for us first if we disappear.” I tapped the console with my index finger. “How long?”

“Fourteen hours, Captain,” he answered.

We were almost there.


Fifteen

My hands shook as W cut the FTL drive. The image I saw on the viewscreen didn’t compute.

“W, this isn’t the right place,” I said, my voice betraying my nerves.

“These are the coordinates you provided me with.” The android brought them up on the screen to show me. They indeed matched.

Had Sergo sent me on a damned wild goose chase? I pictured wrapping my hands around his neck, crushing his windpipe with the crunch akin to stepping on a beetle.

“Dubs, zoom in.” Slate had taken to calling the android Magnus’ nickname for him.

“Zooming.” The planet was clear. It sat between us and the system’s star, and I could see dim light through the core of the world. With each percentage of zoom increase, the surface grew more focused.

“Just as I thought. It is the right world,” Slate said, walking forward toward the viewscreen. “Look. Those are crystals. They’ve just lost their pigment.”

I had no idea what this meant. “Let’s go in.” I told W what I knew about the quadrant we’d been in, the one with the blue crystal pyramid. Only now it wouldn’t be blue, apparently. How could the color have been sucked out of the gemstones? I had far too many questions, and no one to answer them.

As the ship lowered into the atmosphere, my breaths came faster and shallower. The bridge suddenly felt too small for us to all be on, as if the walls were closing in on me.

“I’m going to get my suit on,” I mumbled and left.

“Wait up,” Magnus was behind me. “I know it doesn’t look promising, but she might still be here.”

“Maybe. Something feels very off about this. I know it makes no sense, but I somehow feel like I’d know if she were here. My gut’s telling me she isn’t.” I talked as I walked, not trusting my legs to work if I stopped. We were there, and in a short time, I’d possibly find out if Mary was alive.

I opened a storage closet in the cargo bay and started to put my EVA on.

“Dean.” Magnus grabbed me by the shoulders.

I fought the urge to push him off. “What?” I yelled.

“We’re in this together. I know you feel alone without her, but we’re here. Slate, Leonard, Suma, me…”

I held my helmet under my arm and looked up at Magnus. He was right. I needed their help. “I’m sorry. Let’s get suited up and see what we can find.” I stuck my hand out, and he shook it firmly.

“Good.”

The others emerged into the back, as if they were waiting to see how I was going to react.

“Come on in, guys. Slate, did you direct W to the right spot?” I asked.

“I described it as best as I could, and he used the ship’s scanners to lock in on the region. Pretty cool technology.” Slate began to throw his EVA on, as did the others.

“More than cool,” Suma tweeted. “We can use that on Shimmali vessels, moving forward.”

W’s voice carried through in-ship speakers. “Approaching landing location. Set down in eight point oh…”

I cut the feed on the wall. “Everyone ready to go?”

Magnus walked from person to person to alien and made sure their suits were locked and pressurized properly before we turned on the containment field and opened the ramp.

The ship landed on the crystal world and it all became real. Sweat beaded beneath my suit and drops rolled down my spine. What was I going to find when I stepped off this ship and onto the colorless ground?

I stood at the top of the ramp and took a deep breath of recycled air. It was time to find out. Moving one foot before the other, I walked through the containment field, down the steps, and to the hard, clear surface.

My team followed, Magnus and Slate ready with pulse rifles in their grip. Leonard carried Suma’s pack on his back. I left my gun in its holster, as the only person I expected I might cross paths with was my wife. I wouldn’t be shooting her.

The landscape was familiar. Even though it had only been a few weeks since I’d set foot on the same rock, it felt like a lifetime had passed. Slate came to stand beside me as we peered down the ledge of the cliff and toward the now-clear crystal pyramid.

“Boss, wasn’t there a moon in the sky last time?” he asked, a note of concern carrying through.

I looked up to the bright sky. “Maybe it’s on the other side of the planet right now.”

He shook his head. “It wasn’t there. I wasn’t even thinking about it then, but there was no moon out.” He pointed up.

What did that mean? Were we even at the right place?

“God knows what the Iskios have done. We just came from a planet that appeared to have aged a century in a few weeks, and now this…” I didn’t even know how to describe the changes.

“Something serious has gone down. Come on, we’re not going to get answers up here, boss.” Slate started the descent down the smooth angled surface, and the others followed. I waited for a moment, staring out toward the looming fortress. Grave. That was what the Iskios had called it. I’d thought it was a throne room, but he’d called it a grave. They’d been dead, according to Sarlun’s information: second-hand details, passed down over generations and through races across the galaxy. Who knew what was true and what was just a bedtime story?

The symbol was still cut into the ground, visible from here only by the now-murky water sitting in it. Before, it had been a vibrant blue; now it looked dirty on the otherwise pristine, crystal-clear scenery.

“Dean, you coming?” Magnus’ voice asked through my earpiece.

“On my way,” I said and saw them down a half mile away. I hadn’t realized just how long I’d been staring into the empty distance. I caught up with them in a few minutes after jogging, careful to not twist my ankle on the protruding crystal ends.

We reached the symbol, the one we’d thought was to indicate the Theos. I didn’t even know if that symbol was for the real Theos, and the Iskios had just used it to trick us, or if it really meant anything at all. It might have been made up by them, purely for the purpose of finding this worthy vessel. Mary.

Suma captured images of it, but I kept walking ever forward, toward the magnificent pyramid I was nearing. It had started raining last time we’d walked this path, and among the lightning, we’d seen the Padlog ship coming down. This time, the sky was empty of both ships and clouds.

The world felt cold now, sterile.

No one spoke as we solemnly approached the entrance we’d used last time. The large-eyed tiny creature had guided us then. Now we saw no sign of the little guy. Was it still lingering on the world? Was it placed there only to act as a guide, should a potential vessel finally arrive?

“Leonard, Suma, stay outside,” I commanded, and before I got an argument from the Shimmali girl, Slate shook his head at her, telling her it wasn’t the time. “If something happens to us, get out of here. Get W to bring you back to Larsk Two. Go home from there. Use the portal. Got it?” I asked forcefully.

Leonard nodded, but Suma stayed still, withholding a reply.

I walked over to her. “Suma, whatever you’re thinking, forget it. I don’t like the look in your eye. Your father needs you to come home to him, so no heroic stuff today, okay?”

This time, she did answer. “I can’t promise anything.”

It was as good a response as I was going to get. “Leonard, you understand, right?”

“Yes, Dean. I do.” He stood straight-backed and looked like he was about to salute me. He caught himself and relaxed his arm.

“Good. Let’s go, gentlemen.” I stuck my leg through the opening, and before I knew it, I was back inside the pyramid where Mary had been possessed.

The halls once again lit with the LEDs shining forward off of my suit, but this time, there was no blue tinge to it. The crystals were all clear, the pigment sucked from every ounce of the stone. What could do that?

“Which way?” Magnus asked, and Slate pushed past me, leading the charge.

“Follow me.” Slate took us down the corridors, toward the throne room. In a few fuzzy minutes, we were approaching the large open cavern. I didn’t recall walking to the room, so distracted were my thoughts. I ran the last remaining steps and into the room with its immense vaulted ceiling. It was dark inside, save for the light beams tracing our movements. Gone were the glowing blue stones, as was Mary.

“Mary!” I yelled. I clicked my suit’s exterior speaker on and continued to call her name as I rushed to the empty crystal seat in the center of the room. Piles of broken crystal stalactites lay nearby, where Mary had been covered by them after the Padlog had shot the ceiling. The only color remaining was a few blotches of red. Mary’s blood.

I fell to my knees, moving chunks of rock, hoping she was there, that we could save her, but Slate and I had both seen her rise. We’d seen her use her new gifts to send us home before the startled mist took over once again.

“Boss, you’re okay. We knew this might happen. We’ll find her.” Slate was beside me, crouched low to the ground.

I’d wasted so much time coming here. To what end? She was long gone, the world free of the Iskios once and for all. Had the Unwinding already started? That might explain the missing moon.

Not only did I need to find my wife, I needed to stop what she was wielding – carrying. I’d have plenty of time to feel sorry for myself, but now, Mary needed me. Everyone needed me.

I choked back the sorrow and felt resolve firm in my gut. The Iskios would pay. They didn’t stand a chance, not against me. Not when I found the Theos and brought justice back to them.

I noticed the floor; the whole pyramid, in its entirety, had lost the vibration effect from before. The energy stored there had dissipated, or had left with the Iskios and Mary.

My earpiece chimed. “Captain,” W’s robotic voice said.

“Go ahead,” I said, clearing my tight throat first.

“I’ve found an anomaly. It’s four hundred twenty-seven point eight kilometers from our position.”

Magnus looked at me, right eyebrow raised. “What kind of anomaly, Dubs?” he asked the android.

“Pigment. There is a section of crystalline material that is still amber in hue.” Even for an android, he seemed specific about things.

“Are you sure?” It might be a clue to Mary. Maybe she was still here after all.

“I released the probes upon entry, and the images sent back are free of tampering. I am sure,” W said.

“I never doubt a robot,” Slate said. “Come on, let’s go.”

Slate and Magnus ran for the corridor we’d entered from, and I took a final look at the room I’d last seen Mary in.

“Until we meet again,” I whispered.


Sixteen

“There it is,” Suma tweeted, her snout wagging side to side. She was more excited than I was about seeing what this could mean for us. A section of orange crystals could mean nothing on an entire world, or it could mean everything.

W set the ship down on a flat piece of land just outside the still-amber region. It was much a smaller section than I’d expected, maybe five thousand square feet.

In a couple minutes, we all found ourselves standing at the bottom of the ramp, three feet from the border between clear and orange crystal ground.

“I’ll go first,” I said, stepping down on the colored rock. Nothing happened. “Mary!” I called, wondering if she could be there, hiding among the protruding stones.

No response came back.

“What the hell are those?” Magnus asked, and I spun around to see dozens of the little gecko-cats with saucer-shaped eyes staring at us from the center of the area.

“Those are like the creature that led us to the throne room.” I had the urge to shoot them all, blast them each into nothing with my pulse rifle. They’d led us directly into danger, and seeing so many of them here now was like an alarm bell in the back of my mind.

Slate must have been thinking the same thing, because his gun came swinging into his gloved hand in an instant. “This can’t be good,” he said.

“Why not?” Leonard asked, eyes almost as wide as the small animals’.

“Because they led us into a trap last time.” I took a step toward them, and they didn’t flinch. “If they’re all here…”

Slate finished my thought. “Then one of the Iskios has been left behind.”

“It all makes sense now,” Suma said. “They were placed here by the Theos, their bodies sealed away in the stones. Their essence colored them, but when Mary…” She paused, looking at me before continuing. “When they left, they must have had the power to vacate the world.”

“They all went into Mary?” I asked.

Suma shook her head. “I don’t think so. That much energy… it would destroy any living creature. They had to have left in a different form. Something so full of energy…”

“That it could destroy a moon?” Magnus finished.

Suma softly chirped; the translator replied with a single word. “Yes.”

I was flabbergasted but glad to think Mary hadn’t been bombarded with the souls of millions of dead Iskios. “The Unwinding. They have to make up this energy source they were hinting at. They’re going to try to Unwind the universe, with nothing but the force of their own energy that had been trapped inside this crystal world.”

“That’s some serious stuff.” Magnus took a deep breath. He pointed to the standing orange crystals. “What about this?”

“I don’t know. It appears one of them was left behind.” I glanced over and spotted Leonard walking over to the small creatures, who didn’t seem afraid of the incoming guest.

“So those guys are here to lead someone to the Iskios, should they arrive. They must have been trained to do this. When we arrived near the blue crystal pyramid, it wasn’t long before one found us and gave chase,” I said.

“And now that the others are gone, they’re coming from around the planet to the last remaining spot with one of their owners. Poor little guys,” Slate said, looking over at them now too.

“They’re really quite harmless,” Leonard said, crouching down to pet one of them.

“Be careful, Leonard,” I urged, but it was too late. I saw the mist before he did. It rose quickly from the stone, the color lightening from the entire area as it lifted from the hard surface and into Leonard’s mouth.

“Help!” he called, stumbling forward. He groped at his helmet and tripped on a crystal end jutting from the ground. He tumbled to the ground, and I was at his side in a few seconds, rolling him onto his back.

“You’re going to be okay!” I shouted, but his eyes were already turning black.

“Dean… help…” He stopped talking, and his body went rigid. The small animals scurried away from us.

“Get back, Dean!” Slate shouted. He held his pulse rifle up, aimed at our young friend.

“You won’t shoot him,” I said to Slate, trying to sound as calm as I could. I couldn’t help but picture Slate’s large frame towering over Mae’s small body as she lay crumpled on the floor of the Bhlat base so long ago. “We don’t know what that would even do. It might just fly into me, or you.”

Slate lowered his gun.

I looked back to make sure everyone else was okay, and saw W standing on the ramp, watching us blankly. Suma was nowhere in sight.

Leonard got up, black mist covering his eyes. He smiled. It was grim, alien on his boyish face. It faltered as he heard a noise behind him, and then I saw Suma, raised above Leonard on a crystal mound. She dropped something over him, and four objects hit the ground before power shot out of them, surrounding Leonard.

The mist poured from him in the blink of an eye, and the black smoke rushed for the highest corner it could, trying to evade the blue energy surrounding it. It hit the invisible wall a split second later, the section buzzing blue. It scampered away, shooting toward the bottom right side. It met the same fate.

It was trapped.

“Get me out of here!” Leonard called, tears falling down his red cheeks. His fear dripped on each word, and I went for the wall, standing close.

“We’ll keep you safe. I’m sorry,” I said as the mist realized it was trapped and had no exit.

As Leonard opened a confused mouth to make a reply to my statement, the mist shot right back into him. If we were going to trap it, it was going to trap our friend. The Iskios had made its point.

“Suma, where did you get that?” I asked her as she clambered down from the crystal perch.

“I told you I was a valuable asset.” I knew she would have smiled if her new friend hadn’t been trapped because of her.

“Good work.” I stood at the edge of the shield. It acted like a containment field, but it was some sort of portable shield. “It can’t get out?”

“Nothing gets out, or in.” Suma was now down and beside me, looking at Leonard, who was only a couple feet away. His smile had turned to a scowl upon the Iskios’ sudden return.

“How will he breathe?” Magnus asked.

“He’s in an EVA with a recycled air processor. He should be fine for the time being,” Suma said.

“Dathhe ablioni tremlle.” The words were uttered from Leonard’s mouth but weren’t his voice. “How dare you?” it then said in English.

I scoffed back a laugh. “How dare we? How dare we! You shoot yourself into our friend and have the nerve to ask us that?”

“Pitiful humans. I can feel his weakness even as I invade his body. He only uses a small part of his mind. How do you go on like this?” it asked with a thick, deep voice.

“You know of us?” I asked it.

“This low-functioning mind gives me some answers.”

“You might want to stop insulting us while we have you trapped,” Magnus suggested.

“Now this one.” Leonard shifted his gaze to Magnus. “I should have taken this formidable vessel.”

“Stop leering at me,” Magnus yelled.

I was getting tired of the Iskios already, but he had valuable information we needed. “So they left you behind, did they? Didn’t make the team? Riding the pines all season while your friends attempt to destroy the universe? Must be difficult on you.”

Leonard’s head snapped back to stare at me. “I know what you’re attempting, but it will not work. It was merely a coincidence that I was left behind.”

“Or maybe, just maybe, they knew you’d just mess it all up, like you always have.” I threw more fuel on the fire, hoping it would catch. “You’re probably better off, because I hear this Unwinding has already sputtered out. Took down a few moons, a couple empty worlds, and poof” – I stretched my fingers out into the air – “nothing.”

“You speak lies. I can feel it. The energy is powerful. The Unwinding has just begun.” Already more information than we’d had. The Unwinding was real, and this one could sense it. Maybe we could get the location from it, use it as a homing beacon to Mary.

“I don’t believe you. Tell me what worlds it’s destroyed, and I’ll confirm you are the liar,” I said, mentally crossing my fingers.

“Do you think we are that foolish? Do you think I would betray my kind? We are Iskios, bringers of destruction, the balance of the universe.”

My heart raced in my chest. I’d been missing something this whole time. The balance. Good versus evil, the light against darkness. “The balance is off,” I said softly, feeling veins throb beneath my jumpsuit.

It stopped smiling now. I saw something new in Leonard’s black eyes: fear. “Yes, the balance is off. If you’re out there destroying things with the Unwinding, there’s been a shift in the galaxy. The Theos come. There is no other way.” I said the words as lies but felt them as truth.

Its deep voice got lower in pitch. “They are gone.”

“You’re wrong. They were like you. Lying dormant.” It all snapped into place, then and there. It was as if the skies had opened wide, shining a beam of light into my very essence.

“How do you know? We erased all knowledge of it. We spent centuries making sure it was gone from all records. You can’t know!” It screamed the last three words, spittle flying from Leonard’s mouth onto his helmet’s facemask.

“But I do know.”

It screamed again, this time the anguished cry of a trapped animal.

The others were looking at me with questions in their eyes.

We hadn’t found Mary, but I’d learned something perhaps even more important to the overall cause.

I knew where the Theos were hiding.


Seventeen

“Are you going to tell us your theory?” Magnus came into the bunk, where I was tucked away, sitting on a bed with my back against the room’s far wall.

“Not yet,” I said, breaking my gaze with the tablet to look him in the eyes.

His posture changed, as if all the air pushed out of his body and he was deflated. “Fine. I trust your caution.” The room had four bunks, and he took the one beside me and sat on it, his weight causing the frame to groan in protest.

“Thanks for understanding. I don’t want the Iskios to catch wind of my findings. I don’t know if they have supersonic hearing, or if they have other ways of digging information from our minds. It’s still contained?” I asked.

“Yep. Still in the closet Dubs had been hiding inside. Suma turned on the noise cancelation feature so we don’t have to hear its non-stop calls for freedom. That thing has a salty tongue. You should hear some of the things it’s going to do to us when it gets free.” Magnus made it sound like a joke, but his face was hard and stoic when he spoke.

“I imagine none of them involve dinner and a movie,” I said, getting a forced smile in return. Crows’ feet lined his eyes, and I noticed just how much older Magnus looked. He’d aged seven years while we’d chased the hybrids around through wormholes, and his duties as a general and father had taken their toll on the once-youthful face I remembered meeting all that time ago on a dirt road in South America.

“Still making jokes when you’re uncomfortable, I see.”

I set the tablet down on my lap. “What can I say, it’s a character flaw.”

“I don’t think so. It’s a good thing. It’s when you stop joking that I get worried. Like the last month.”

He was right. “A weight’s been lifted. I didn’t think she was going to be here, but I had to have the closure. At least we know she left with them. She’s their vessel, and they won’t let her get harmed. I just need to find a way to break her out of their possession.”

“That’s the tricky part. You really think we can get that misty bastard to lead us to them?” he asked.

“Here’s what I do know. There has to be a balance. You want to know part of my theory on these ancient races?”

Magnus leaned forward, nodding.

“The Iskios were a bunch of sickos. Sarlun told us that much. They were into pain. Killing things. They thought they were gods themselves, and when the Theos threatened them, they didn’t think the other race had the balls to do anything about it. When they started to get picked off by the Theos, they set this elaborate ruse to trick a worthy vessel into finding them.

“Only the Theos hadn’t thought it through. They were the first. The oldest. The ancient beings of the universe. When they packed the Iskios away on the crystal world, they unbalanced the universe. In order to right the path, they had to banish themselves away.” I was sure I was on the right track. Everything I read about them kept pointing back to the fact they were honorable, strong, but fair.

“Dean, that’s it. So where are they?” He looked into my eyes and smiled, genuinely this time. “Never mind. I don’t want to know, not yet. How about some dinner?”

“I’ll be along in a minute.”

He stood in the doorway a moment, a large shadow looming on my bed before he walked away. I went back to my tablet.

There isn’t much to know about the physical appearance of the Theos. Some texts say they are eight feet tall, thick as a glargon truck. Others say they appear different to different races; that they become what someone wants them to look like, to ease the minds of those around them.

Did this change anything? I didn’t think so. The Iskios said they’d ensured their history was wiped from the records. The same must be true of the Theos. The old saying about history being written by the victors sprang to mind.

I powered down the tablet and decided to take my growling stomach’s advice.

____________

“Captain, are you sure I can transport through the portal?” W asked, looking inside the portal room back on Larsk Two.

“There’s no reason you can’t. We bring through equipment all the time. No offense,” I said, cringing at my comment.

“None taken. I am, after all, machinery.”

“Dubs has broad shoulders, Dean.” Magnus hefted the last bag from the ship and tossed it into the center of the portal room beside the others.

I looked toward the containment shield, where Leonard was still invaded by the entity. It was being dragged along by Slate, and it was obviously fighting him the whole way.

“Everyone present and accounted for?” I asked. The rundown walls of the portal room were glowing from the main portal stone. The second the Iskios entered the room, the stone dimmed and began to flash.

“That can’t be good,” Slate said, sweat pouring down his face from exertion.

Excitement ran through me. This reiterated my assumption.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” I suggested.

Leonard’s face was twisted in a look of abject terror, so much so that I worried for the man. Would this work?

“Bring him closer,” I said and scrolled through the table of symbols until I found the one for home: New Spero.

Magnus helped Slate as they dragged the corners of the shield toward us. Suma looked at the glowing portal stone with concern.

“Dean, I’ve never heard of this happening before,” she said. She would know, having grown up as the daughter of an important Gatekeeper. I suddenly wished Sarlun was with us. I could use his mastery of the portals.

As everyone stood there, waiting for me to hit the icon that would take us home, my hand shook as it hovered over the symbol. What if this didn’t work? What if it killed Leonard? I had to know if I was right about the Theos. Was it worth the risk? I closed my eyes, the flashing light burning red behind my tight eyelids.

I had to know. I pressed the symbol.

____________

I was stuck. Usually, I blinked and I was at my chosen destination. This time was different. I felt a struggle around me. I opened my eyes, but there was nothing to see. Not light, not darkness. Nothing. Panic raced through me, but it lasted only seconds.

One more breath, and I woke on the floor.

“Dean!” Slate stood over me, shaking my shoulders.

I tried to get up, but my head pounded so much I almost blacked out. “Enough, I’m fine.”

“What did you see?” Slate asked me.

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” The feeling of nothing around me sent a shiver down my spine. “Help me up.”

We were in the portal room outside Terran Five.

“Captain, I made it,” W said matter-of-factly.

I was leaning on Slate, my head still spinning when I heard Leonard’s voice. “Guys, what happened?”

Suma ran to the containment shield, which had stayed active through the portal. “Is it you, Leonard?” she squawked, translating to English.

“I hope so. I don’t remember… we were at the crystals…funny little animals.” His eyes went wide, and his hands raced to his mouth. “Then it came at me. Is it gone?” He scrambled to the back corner of the shield and frantically looked around for the black mist.

It worked. “I think it’s gone, Leonard.”

“Wait, how do you know?” Magnus looked at me skeptically.

“Because I know how the portal stones are powered.”

“You do?” Suma asked.

“Get him out of there. I’m sorry, Leonard, but I had to be sure.”

Suma turned off the containment shield and went in, giving Leonard a big hug. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

He returned the hug. “I don’t understand.”

Every pair of eyes in the room was on me now. “The Theos. They’re inside the stones. Part of them anyways. Their essence. It’s the only explanation. We all know they created the portals, but no one really knows how or why they work.”

I waited for someone to comment, and when no one did, I continued. “The Iskios were once flesh and blood, but they were contained on the crystal world as another state of matter. Even now I imagine their energy has created the Unwinding, which we can only make assumptions about.

“The Theos destroyed their counterpart and quickly realized they’d upset the balance. They created the portals and sacrificed themselves into them as a last gift to the galaxies.”

“How did you know the Iskios wouldn’t come with Leonard?” Suma asked.

I shrugged. “I didn’t. It was all a hypothesis. When the stone began its alarm, I hoped it would work. I felt the fight before I came to. The Theos couldn’t let the Iskios go.”

“Look, the Larsk Two symbol is here now,” Suma said. I went to her side, where the once-hidden symbol appeared, but in a muted gray color. Suma stood at the portal table, eyes wide. “And now it’s gone.”

I glanced back, only to see nothing where the symbol had been. My head still swam as I moved, but it was getting better by the minute.

“The symbol for Larsk Two. It’s vanished,” Suma said.


Eighteen

Maggie licked my face, and I glanced out the window to see how high the red star was in the sky. It had to be afternoon, judging by the heat in my room and the angle of the light.

“Hey, girl. Aren’t you a good puppy? I’m sorry I’ve been away so much. This will get better, I promise.”

Maggie rolled around the bedding, her fuzzy ears dancing as she flopped from side to side. “I’m going to bring Mommy home, then we can finally be a family together.” I thought of Mary and the child she was carrying, and felt the darkness threaten to cloud over my mind again. Instead of letting it, I trundled out of the blankets and hopped beside Maggie, giving her a ferocious belly rub, and kissed her on the top of the head.

She sneezed, shook, and jumped off the bed. She had me trained. I let her outside, and after my own bathroom pit stop, I made a pot of coffee. The tablet on the Theos sat on the table, and I fumbled through it, getting no more information than I had the first four times I’d sifted through it. It was garbage, nothing more than a pathetic distraction from the Supreme.

If I was going to get help from the Theos, I needed more than a child’s guide to an ancient race. I needed to get to Bazarn Five. Maggie ate her kibble loudly beside me, and I pecked away at an overcooked fried egg, wishing Mary was there.

I caught a look of myself in a mirror on the adjacent wall as I got up to clean my dishes. My hand instantly went to my face, where a full beard had grown. It made me look older: angrier, somehow. I considered shaving it then but decided to keep the facial hair. I’d shave it when I found Mary, if she wanted me to.

The sides and chin were specked with gray hairs, some white, betraying my true age. When had my youth disappeared? I’d started this all in my mid-thirties, and I honestly wasn’t even sure of my real age any longer. Somewhere around forty, I guessed. I could do the math, but my mind wasn’t willing at the moment. I had too much else to do.

“Come on, Maggie; let’s go for a walk.” The cocker sprang to her feet and ran to me, jumping on my legs. “I know, I know. It’s been a while. I’m sorry.”

I tossed some pants on, and a standard-issue blue t-shirt made with pride at Terran Three, before slipping my runners onto my feet. I laughed to myself when I recalled all the times on our false journey to the Theos that I’d ended up with no shoes or boots on. “That must be how you feel every day, hey, Maggie?” She tilted her head at me, probably trying to decipher if I’d said anything about food.

“Come on.” I opened the door for the dog, and she ran out to the front yard ahead of me. I didn’t bother with a leash out here. The only time I did was when we brought her into town.

Our garden was overgrown with weeds, and I decided to hire someone to clean it up for us. Mary and I had built that together our first summer here, and I couldn’t let it go. Large tomatoes grew on the left edge, and I stopped to peer into the thick plant to see heavy green ovals weighing it down. The smell of summer, dirt, and tomatoes threatened to overwhelm me with sorrow.

“I’m going to find you, Mary.” I looked to the blue sky, where thin wispy white clouds rolled by. “I’m going to bring you home.”

Maggie barked, and I looked across the yard to see her urging me to join her. She had important things to smell, and I was keeping her from it. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” I called, and she ran a circle around me, herding me.

The heat of the day made me sweat after less than half a mile, and I wished I’d brought some water with me. As Maggie sniffed around, I thought about the problem at hand. We needed the Theos. They had to be awoken to counter this Unwinding we knew so little about.

I was confident I was right. The Theos were inside the portal stones. But how many? Did each house one of the ancient race, or was there a collection of their energy powering each stone? How could I harness them from inside? When we’d tried to travel from Larsk Two with an Iskios inside Leonard, there had been a battle. If I was a gambling man, I had to say the Theos countered the Iskios, leaving the portal immobile, and that was why the symbol had disappeared.

Bazarn Five might contain the answers I needed. That was another large problem. I knew how to get there, but would I find roadblocks there too? I had no idea how far my title of Gatekeeper would get me.

I really didn’t even know the best route. Even if I could somehow talk to a Theos hiding inside the portal stones, would they heed my call for help? I ran my hands through my hair in frustration. Getting angry now wasn’t going to help me.

I pulled an earpiece from my pocket and pushed it into my ear. “Magnus, you there?” I asked, knowing his integrated comp-system would alert him that someone was trying to contact him.

I turned around, and Maggie ran ahead, heading back home. Her tongue lolled to the side, and she looked back, a dog smile on her face.

Magnus’ voice cut in. “Go ahead, Dean.”

“Is the team ready?” I asked.

“The team’s a go. We’re ready when you are.”

“Tonight we travel to Bazarn Five.”

____________

“Leonard, are you sure you’re up for this?” I asked the young man.

“I think so. I want to help.” He fidgeted with his glasses; his thick black hair bounced as he threw a pack on his shoulder.

“You’ve been through a lot. I don’t want to ask any more of you.”

“Dean, I’m fine. I’m just glad I could be of assistance.”

“Assistance? Without you, we wouldn’t have known about the portal stones,” I suggested.

“You knew already,” Leonard said.

I grabbed my pack, slinging it on my shoulder. “I had an inkling, a theory. You helped solve it. Either way, thanks.”

Clare passed me the device. “I know I said it works, but its range is still limited, and I didn’t have the real Mary around to test it with.”

“You think I’ll be able to find her with this?” I hefted the handheld cellphone-sized electronic piece in my right hand.

“Yes, but only when you’re within range. It’s set to constantly search her out, and it’ll alert you when her DNA is nearby.” Clare was staring straight into my eyes.

“How far is that?” I asked.

“It’s hard to tell. I’ve only tested things on New Spero.”

I didn’t like her answer, but it was better than nothing. Worst case, it didn’t work at all. No harm, no foul. “Thanks.” I kissed her on the cheek, and she squeezed my arm.

“Bring her home, Dean,” Clare said softly.

“I will.” I made the promise, and I was going to keep it. “You going to be okay with W staying with you for a while?”

“Of course. He’s quite the discovery. He’s a very old model, apparently, but as the old saying goes, ‘they don’t build ‘em like they used to.’ We can learn from him.”

I cringed. “Just take it easy on him. He’s been through the wringer.”

Clare gave me a surprised look that turned into a small smile. “He’s in the best hands. Take care of yourself, Dean.”

“I will,” I said quietly before bellowing, “Everyone ready?”

A lander flew in the sky, lowering toward our position. “Who the hell is that?” Magnus asked, using his hand as a visor as he stared at the incoming vessel.

It set down on the gravel near the portal caverns outside Terran Five, and a familiar figure stepped down as the door hissed open.

Magnus rushed over to her. “Natalia, is everything okay?”

Slate came and stood beside me as we watched the married couple.

They spoke in hushed tones, their body language saying they were knee deep in an argument. This went on for a couple of minutes, and we did our best to mind our business. At the end of it, Nat and Magnus were walking toward us, a resigned look covering Magnus’ normally neutral face.

“Guess who’s coming with us?” he asked, stating the obvious.

“Glad to have you, Nat.” I knew she wouldn’t leave her kids behind if she didn’t feel this was necessary, so I didn’t press the subject.

“She’s my friend too. More than that. She’s my sister. We were all reborn that day when we met, and we’re family. All of us.” Tears formed at her eyes, and I embraced her, getting a firm hug back from her. “We’ll find her, Dean.” She whispered the last in my ear, as if it was a secret between the two of us.

“You know we’ll make it happen,” I said, and Magnus glanced at me before giving me a wide smile.

A while later, we stood in the portal room. I took a head count. Leonard was there, nervously moving around the space; Magnus and Natalia stood next to each other, the ever-formidable pair. Slate finished off the crew, my ever-loyal buddy, like the younger brother I never had but knew I couldn’t live without.

“Sarlun going to be ready?” Slate asked.

“He better be. It’s time we finished this, once and for all.” I scrolled through the tabletop screen; the portal stone glowed hot and bright. When I found the symbol for Shimmal, I took one last look at my friends. I was grateful for the support and help from each and every one of them. I hoped we made it out of this unscathed.

I tapped the icon, and white light enveloped us.


Nineteen

Suma slumped in her white chair. “I’m sorry I can’t come.”

“It’s okay,” I told her. “I can’t believe your father let you come last time.”

“It’s not fair. Did you tell him how much I helped last time?” she prodded.

I had, and I told her so.

“Then why? Why won’t he let me come?” she asked.

“Suma, that’s for him to know.” The fact that Sarlun had let Suma join us on a mission to the crystal world but wouldn’t let her come to Bazarn Five worried me. Just how dangerous was this “luxurious” world? There was so much about the universe I didn’t know, and I couldn’t help but feel I was about to walk barefoot into a snake pit.

“Take this.” Suma looked around the room, seeing we were still alone. Her wide black eyes scanned the corners, checking if the cameras were on us. They were pointed away in their constantly rotating pattern.

I palmed the gift and slid it into a pocket, sensing she wanted me to keep it between us. “What is it?”

“It’s a recorder. Set it on any physical book, and it will record everything inside digitally, allowing you to translate or decode whatever you need. I thought it might come in handy.”

“Where did you get this?” I asked, thinking how valuable it might be on a world with the largest library and encyclopedia in the known universe.

“From Father’s room.” Her gaze cut through her quiet words. “Don’t tell.”

Sarlun had a room full of amazing artifacts from hundreds or thousands of worlds. It only made sense he’d have cataloged them, and that Suma would have access.

“Thank you, Suma.” I didn’t know what else to say. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

She beamed at that, and the door opened. Sarlun entered, wearing a pristine white suit with the Gatekeepers’ logo on it: a portal stone with two spears crossing over it. I’d never seen any Gatekeeper with the actual weapon before, but the point was made.

“Let us depart. Suma, you’ll enjoy your week at our second home.”

Suma looked down at her feet. “Yes, Father.”

“Chin up, Su.” Slate put an arm around the small Shimmali girl, and she looked up at him begrudgingly. “We’ll be back before you know it, and we’ll have you over for a holiday. Right, Dean?”

“Of course,” I said, and Suma rushed me, giving me a hug before leaving us in the portal room with her father.

Sarlun didn’t comment that his daughter had avoided a hug with him. He passed me a bag. “Dean, it would be prudent for you to change as well.”

I looked down at the same T-shirt and shorts I’d been wearing all day. The others were in New Spero jumpsuits, and I took the offered clothing from Sarlun, heading to the corner to change. When I was done, I caught a glimpse of myself in the shiny metal door. I didn’t recognize myself with the graying beard and white suit.

“Looking spiffy, boss.” Slate picked up our bags and hauled them to the portal table.

“Everyone ready?” Sarlun asked, tapping at the table.

“Da,” Nat said, and we all agreed.

I didn’t know a lot about Bazarn Five, except that the wealthiest of the wealthy went there to trade antiquities, shop, vacation, gamble, and to learn from the library. I’d seen opulence when I’d visited Europe after graduating school, but our lives had become simple on New Spero.

I wasn’t prepared for the onslaught of beauty when I opened my eyes after being transported by the portal.

It was unlike any portal room I’d visited before. The ceilings were at least thirty feet tall; giant pillars carved from what looked like golden marble supported the ornate carved display above. My gaze lingered on the images of worlds on the ceiling, carved and painted with the most stunning color palette I’d even seen. I had to believe some of the tones had never been duplicated on Earth, and I was speechless at the exhibition.

“Wow,” Slate said from behind me.

“Yeah, wow is right.” I broke my stare to look forward at the armed guards approaching. There were four of them, encased in formidable golden armor. This world certainly had a specific feel to it.

The guards had four arms, each appearing powerful, but the more impressive thing was their height. I couldn’t tell when they were across the room, but as they neared, I saw they had to be at least eight feet tall, towering over Magnus and Slate as if they were children. They wore helmets that left their faces open. Small eyes assessed us over short, thick noses. Their skin was dark, gold flecks either naturally present or painted on.

They all stopped a few yards from us, and one stepped forward. He spoke, revealing sparkling white teeth.

“Greetings, Sarlun of Shimmal,” he said in the Shimmali tongue, and his welcome translated for us.

“Greetings be upon you.” Sarlun handed the guard a small disk.

The armored giant scanned it, handed it back, and then smiled a toothy grin. “Welcome to Bazarn Five,” he said, this time in English, before eyeing us each suspiciously. He apparently took a special interest in seeing a human in a Gatekeeper uniform, and I wondered how he possibly could have spoken our language. But after a few moments of scrutiny, he smiled again and waved us in. “You can never be too careful. We’re under high alert here.”

Sarlun was walking ahead of us now. I grabbed my bag and hurried to hear their conversation.

“Why’s that?” Sarlun asked.

“Someone sent pirates after one of Garo Alnod’s vessels.” The guard led us down the portal room, and as I listened, I observed. The carvings and paintings continued down the long room, impressing me to a new level with each passing frame. At the end of the room, a painting of a colorful wormhole lightly swirled as we walked toward it. The center appeared to be the exit.

“That’s not surprising. I hear his ships are often a target.”

“This time, his daughter and her paramour were on it,” the guard said, pausing at the doorway.

“What happened?” Sarlun asked, his eyes wide.

“The ship was found destroyed, Rivo taken hostage.”

It finally clued in. “Rivo?” I set a hand out palm down just over my hips. “About this tall? Blue?”

Sarlun and the guard turned slowly to me. “What do you know about it?” Sarlun asked.

“Remember I told you about getting boarded by pirates?”

Sarlun nodded slowly. Magnus moved behind me, a laugh building in his enormous chest.

“You’re not saying it was you who freed her from the confines of those pirates, are you?” the guard asked in perfect English. I realized then he must have a built-in translator. The things the wealthy could do.

I shifted uncomfortably under the huge alien’s gaze. “Kind of.”

“Kind of? She told her mother and father she was saved by a skinny pale being. That could be you,” he said, and Magnus barked out a laugh.

“Guilty as charged.” I waved a dismissive hand in the air, as if to put it behind us.

“She also said the being was offered riches, but all it wanted was for her to blow the pirate’s power stealing units up. Is this true?” The other guards stood around us now, all intent on my words.

“That’s right. We helped each other. Without her breaking us free from their energy drain, we couldn’t have escaped. Look, can we get moving? I have some important business here, and every minute we’re delayed could mean something bad happens.” I stepped forward, hoping the guards would let me pass through. They didn’t.

“Hold it. Was that a threat?” Two huge gloved hands pushed against my chest, stopping me in my tracks.

“Surely not. He’s not familiar with the ways on Bazarn. Let us enter, and we’ll keep to ourselves,” Sarlun said. He slipped the disk out of his own pocket and placed it on his palm. The guard shrugged and scanned it again, this time with a smaller device.

“You may pass but be careful. There’s something brewing in our midst. A rival house may be making a move against the Alnods. We’re doing everything we can to ensure no harm comes to them, or to anyone else on Bazarn Five, but we’re dealing with cunning and very wealthy beings here.” They moved out of our way. “And leave your weapons in your bags, out of sight. It won’t do you any good getting picked up by the Protectors.”

I had a feeling my foot might get caught in my mouth a few times on Bazarn, so I had to ensure my safety. “How can I reach Rivo? Is she here?”

“She’s here. Arrived by this very portal two cycles ago. Your Gatekeeper will know how to reach her parents.” With that, we walked into the center of the wormhole painted on the wall. I passed through a containment field, sensing an energy buzz around me.

“They imprint everyone entering their world,” Sarlun said after he passed through the barrier.

We might as well have traveled through a wormhole, because I felt like I had to be on another world. We were inside a gargantuan cavern. The portals were almost always found underground, and I thought about the Theos powering this portal. Did it know the luxury it was surrounded by, or was it no longer aware of anything at all? Was there more than one inside it?

The cavern was quiet, though there were a couple dozen various beings lingering about it.

Images of the world above shone on the flat walls of the cave to our left, showing videos of tourist destinations. In the span of two minutes, I saw a video stream of small ships racing over calm green waters, a hike up a tall thin mountain with clouds hung halfway up it, and a group of round orange beings played in a floating swimming pool above a lush rainforest.

I couldn’t even register half of what I was seeing. It came in flashes and made my head spin.

“Where are we?” Natalia asked, her voice quiet and full of awe.

“We’re not in New Spero anymore, hey, Auntie Em?” Magnus joked.

“I, for one, need to see those ship races. Now that’s something Mary would – ” Slate cut himself off.

I was getting annoyed, but I told myself they had my back. Just because they were impressed with the traps of this rich world, that didn’t mean they weren’t here to do a job and leave.

Sarlun, sensing the tension, stepped forward. “Dean, let’s go to the surface. We have rooms waiting.”

I looked to his pocket. “Sarlun, what’s on that disk?”

“Creds, of course.”

“You paid to get here?”

He shook his head, his long snout waving back and forth slowly. “No. We got here by the portals. I paid to get past the guards. There’s a difference.”

“And the second time?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow in curiosity.

“That was for the guard’s patience. He’ll keep an eye out for us, and should we need protecting while we’re here, he’ll answer my call.”

“How many times have you been here?” Natalia asked the Gatekeeper.

“A few. I can’t afford it often, nor can I afford most activities here.”

That surprised me. From everything I’d seen, Sarlun was as well off as a Shimmali could be. Just how many creds did someone need to vacation here?

We carried on, heading across the ornate stone floor to wide sweeping steps ahead. Statues rose from the end of each step, all taller than me, each portraying a different race.

As I was about to step on the first stair, a purple being appeared before me with a pop. Energy swirled around her before dissipating. Slate pushed me out of the way, ready to protect me from an assault. He fumbled for a pulse rifle that wasn’t strapped to him, since it was inside his pack.

“Easy, young one,” Sarlun said. “Greetings. We’ll be staying at the Peaks. Thank you.” He turned to us, frowning. “Set your bags down. They’ll bring them to our rooms.”

I thought of the device Suma had gifted me and was glad I’d left it in my pocket. I didn’t want anyone going through my belongings and getting their hands on it. We placed our packs on the ground before the newcomer.

“Greetings, Gatekeeper.” The purple being was stunning. Her long legs were casually hidden under a flowing pink dress, complementing her skin tone. Her six arms were thin, flowing before her like a harp player in mid-song. Large blue eyes glinted in her oval-shaped face; wispy white hair hung past her narrow shoulders. “Your possessions shall be in your dwelling as specified. Enjoy your stay on Bazarn. May your trip fill you with incomparable dreams.” With that, the air popped again, and she was gone, along with our bags.

“That’s one hell of a busboy,” Magnus said, getting an elbow from Natalia.

“Welcome to Bazarn Five, everyone,” Sarlun said, urging Leonard forward up the stairs.

We walked up no more than five steps when I noticed the energy field ahead. Sarlun walked through it first, disappearing from our view.

Slate grabbed my arm and lifted a finger. “Let’s go at the same time. I don’t want an ambush.”

“Honestly, who’s going to ambush us here? No one even knows us.” I strode up and through the field, stepping down on an unfamiliar pavilion near a busy street.

As if on cue, before I could get my bearings, someone slammed into me, knocking me hard to the ground.
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I lay there, a body on top of me. It struggled to loosen itself from our entanglement, but I held on, not letting the perpetrator get away. Slate was there now, standing like an angry statue above us. He bent down, picking up the attacker with one hand.

“What do we have here?” he asked the wriggling alien.

A series of rushed words translated in our earpieces. “It accident. In the way.”

I got a look at the wiry alien. It was thin, with the face of a rodent and a flickering tail to match that swung behind it, uneasy in Slate’s firm grip.

Magnus walked up, giving me his hand, and I hopped back on my feet, wiping dust off my white suit. “Dean, you better check your pockets.”

I patted them. “Why?”

“Because this is the oldest trick in the book. It seems some things translate universally. A pickpocket hangs out in the busy promenade, waiting for an unsuspecting rich tourist to pop out of the caverns below. When the prey appears, he knocks them over. ‘Oops. Sorry. I’m just a clumsy kid.’ And you’re down five hundred bucks and an engraved lighter.”

“It sounds like you know this from experience,” Leonard said lightly.

“Could be. Natalia may or may not have witnessed it,” Magnus said, looking sideways at Nat.

“But you didn’t have a Slate around to catch the kid then,” Nat said.

“It’s gone,” I whispered. The device Suma had given me wasn’t in my pocket, where I’d left it for safekeeping.

“Hand it over,” Slate said, lifting the rodent thief higher.

“I don’t have,” the rodent said.

I finally got a look around us and couldn’t help but be reminded of a futuristic Times Square. Sky-high towers rose in every direction, reflecting stunning sunlight with a purple hue. The ground was golden even here, apparently a color the people running Bazarn couldn’t get enough of. People of all kinds milled about, and now a few of them made way for two figures approaching us.

“What is the problem?” one asked. It spoke an unknown language to me, but my translator still allowed me to communicate.

“This thief took something from me. Knocked me down,” I said. Slate lowered the perp to the ground but kept a firm grasp on its shirt.

The newcomers were dressed in black cloaks, their faces hidden from sight. I saw a badge of sorts on their left breast. These must be the Protectors the guards had mentioned.

“What did she take?”

“She took something of value to me. Small device. It has to be on her.” I pointed at the rodent’s pockets and the small pack on her back.

“Fine. Here,” the attacker said, deftly flipping the gift from Suma between crooked clawed fingers.

“Come with us.” Slate relinquished his hold on the rodent to the Protector, and they hauled her away, but not before offering a word of wisdom. “Watch your backs. There is always something looking to do wrong, even in paradise.” He tossed the device in the air, and I caught it, quickly slipping it to another pocket.

His last words were said with a hint of sarcasm, and I wondered how safe this world was going to be. It reminded me of Volim, the Padlog home world. Above ground, everything seemed elegant and innocuous, but there was a seedy underbelly, like in every city, in every country, and now on every world.

There were others in the promenade, appearing from thin air and looking around with wonder. Beings of all shapes and sizes: some were corporeal, while others looked to spend only part of their existence on the same plane as us, as they vanished and appeared at will.

Lines of small ships formed at the end of the square, and Sarlun led us to one. Smells of every nature hit me as we crossed the way, and I was surprised to see food stations set up along the other side to the promenade.

“Food trucks? At Bazarn?” I asked Sarlun.

He shrugged. “They recently wanted to cater the experience to the well-off. Most of them won’t travel to their own world’s city centers, so they built a safe version filled with the sights and smells of over a dozen major shareholders’ worlds.”

I was about to remind him I’d been mugged two seconds into my trip but didn’t bother. Maybe that was part of the experience. Leonard looked around, and I saw him making mental notes for his comic series. The kid was always thinking of his big cover shot, and it inspired me. He was still doing something he loved, even among the chaos of our new lives.

Nat and Magnus stayed ahead of us now, seeming to know our destination. Only Slate stuck close to me, his watchful eyes scanning every alien we walked by.

We neared the ships, and Sarlun went to speak to one of them. We were then ushered into a shiny golden transport vessel, its gullwing doors opened on either side to let us in. It reminded me of a minivan with wings.

Sarlun tweeted something I didn’t hear, and we were off. I sat at the window, curiously staring out at the square below. Smoke from the restaurants poured into the sky, hundreds of people moved from point to point like ants, and I saw it for what it was. The whole area was walled in. Within the walls of Bazarn’s entrance was the city feel, but as we lifted above and away from it, I saw the real Bazarn.

Lush green landscape carried for as far as the eye could see to the left; widespread hotels ran along impressive bodies of water. Huge trees rose from the ground, so high we had to lift up in the transport vessel to avoid one. Nestled above the ground was an intricate city among the trees. Streets led from one tree to the next; lights were on inside round windows cut into the hollowed-out tops.

I knew I didn’t have time to do sightseeing, but the young Dean inside me wanted to spend a night there, with nothing but three hundred feet of air between me and the ground. The ultimate tree fort. It would be a quiet paradise with Mary at my side. I shook the thoughts away and focused on the impending reality before me.

To my right, I peered over Natalia and Magnus, seeing a yellow-gold desert. Sand carried forever, its undulating dunes mesmerizing. The only respite from the sand was occasional resorts, their floating swimming pools showing rare water among the dry landscape. Just how many biomes did this world have?

“We’re not far,” Sarlun said.

“Quite the place,” Magnus said from beside me.

“It is. I wonder where we’re staying?” I asked. Sarlun hadn’t told us much about our arrangements, just that he’d take care of it. We hadn’t had a lot of time between getting home and coming here, so it was a whirlwind. I hadn’t even told Sarlun about my Theos theory yet.

The transport started to lower as we passed the borders of both the desert and the lush tree city, and entered a rocky scene. White-tipped mountains rose from the ground before us, incrementally getting larger the deeper we flew into the region. They reminded me of shark teeth, and I had the feeling we could easily get eaten on Bazarn.

“This is it,” Sarlun said from the front of the vessel.

“This?” Slate asked from the back.

We lowered toward the tip of a huge mountain. As we got closer, I saw the building hidden on the side of the peak. It was carved out of the curve of the mountains, and as the sun was lowering behind the far side of the crag, lights were turning on to highlight the natural beauty of the lodging.

The ship settled on a flat outcropping in front of the complex, and the doors opened simultaneously.

Without preamble, we exited and watched the ship rise into the sky, leaving us behind atop the mountain.

Two lumbering shapes headed toward us, and the ground shook slightly with each step.

“What are those?” Slate said under his breath. Only Sarlun didn’t look concerned by them.

“They work here. The Peaks of Duup are legendary, and when their star threatened to die, they were transported here. The Duupa came with them,” Sarlun said.

The Duupa arrived, and I looked up to their towering ten feet. They were half again as wide, and they looked to be cut from stone themselves.

When one spoke, it sounded like gravel rubbing against pebbles. “Greetings. Welcome to the Peaks at Bazarn. Can we assist with anything?”

The low grumbling speech translated for us, this time from small speakers on their belts. I was still amazed they had our language in their system, or that their software could recognize us as human. Sarlun had explained that once he’d loaded it into his database, it was shared with countless other worlds.

The Duupas’ heads seemed to melt into their shoulders, which gave the appearance of an absent neck. They wore thin gray outfits; the uniforms rested loosely but were unable to hide their tree-trunk legs and bulky chests.

“We’re fine,” Sarlun said. “Our things are inside already.”

“Anything else before settling in?” they asked as another transport vessel sat down behind us.

“Can you send me details on the Eklack hours? We have some work to do this week.” Sarlun stepped forward, and the two hosts separated, creating a path.

“Of course, sir. They will be in your rooms. Please don’t hesitate to buzz, should you need it.” The larger of the two passed Sarlun a tiny pen-shaped object. “Have a wonderful stay at the Peaks.”

Four beings fell out of the vessel behind us, thick smoke following behind them. They were furry, with no faces or eyes in sight, and wore something akin to brown leather on their bodies. Each of them held a bottle of pink liquid, and judging by their inability to stand straight, they were here to party.

We turned and walked toward the hotel. It was amazing, and I forced myself to remember why we were here. I needed to find everything I could about the Theos, and more importantly, about the portal stones. They were the key I needed to solve our nightmare. Mary was out there, waiting for me to retrieve her. I knew it.

I walked behind our group, wondering how many suites must be in the place. It was at least a mile wide, but I had no way of knowing how deep it went. The ground changed from black slate to patterned rocks, indicating a pathway to the hotel’s lobby. Massive stone pillars were cut out of the rock face, the same symbol repeatedly carved into each pillar. It must have been the portal symbol for Duup. I wondered if it was still there, or if the star had destroyed the world after all. Had the Theos inhabiting the stone died with the world?

Wide terraces were cut into the front of each suite, and even from here, I could see unknown beings standing on them, admiring the view as a family.

Before we entered the Peaks, I spun around, catching the breathtaking vision. I’d been so hung up on the hotel that I hadn’t taken the time to look in the other direction. With the sun behind the mountain we stood on, the valleys below were dusky. A large flowing river wound below, looking like a tiny garter snake from this vantage point. Other buildings were etched into the various mountains around us; some had lights on, smoke pouring from chimneys. I imagined the Duupa lived among them, a race without a home planet any longer.

We had something in common.

“Dean, you coming?” Slate urged from the doorway.

I ran to catch up and patted my young friend on the back as I passed him. The air was thin and cool up here, reminding me of the time I’d been up the crater on Maui.

Another giant Duupa greeted us and led us through the lobby, which was lit by torches on the walls, and down a hall wide and tall enough for their race to easily maneuver through. I looked at Slate and Magnus and thought how happy they must be to finally be somewhere with ample room for their large frames.

“Here you are.” Gravel spilled out as words as the Duupa opened the door to the suite on the left and scanned each of our hands with a device. “You will each have room access now, and also to our amenities. May I recommend the hot stone meditation?” He glanced at Natalia, who did her best not to scowl at him.

I knew Nat just wanted to get the information we came for and get out of there. It was all over her face. She wore her emotions on her sleeve, and when it came to battle, it was all anger.

We all entered the double-wide doorway, and then the room. I’d expected it to resemble a cavern like the lobby, but inside, it was like something out of a palace. Polished gray stone floors led to an open room full of shelving stocked with art from around the universe. A circular fireplace sat in the center of the area, a low flame glowing hot already. There were chairs and cushioned seats atop pieces of carved rock.

“Everyone has their own room,” Sarlun said. “Go refresh yourselves if needed, and we’ll make a plan.”

I grabbed my pack and picked the room farthest from the living space, and laughed at how universal our needs were. I threw the bag on the soft bed and spotted a shower capsule, as well as some sort of universal toilet. It appeared it would cater to any sanitary needs an alien might have. I hoped there was a manual on the thing, because it was already calling my name. I spent a couple minutes struggling with it before relieving myself.

The day had been long, and I was happy to have a home base on this elaborate world. I decided to change clothing for the evening and shut the door.

I jumped back at the small blue form hiding behind it.
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“What the hell are you trying to do, kill me?” I asked the short girl. It translated into her native Molariun.

“Dean, I need your help,” Rivo said as her four clear-white eyes blinked at the same time.

I stepped back and took a seat on the pillowy bed. It was so soft, I sank backward into it. “How did you know I was here?”

She tapped the side of her hairless head, and though there was no visible ear, I assumed that was what she was pointing at. She meant she was listening.

“Okay, so you found out I was here. Why sneak into my room?”

“Something bad is happening. I have no one I can trust. You… when I heard you arrived, I knew I had to bring it to you. Everyone’s always wanted something from me. Being the eldest daughter of Garo Alnod brings a lot of attention, and not always in a good way.”

She still wasn’t making sense, and she was testing my already frazzled patience. “Tell me what you need.”

She looked shocked at my tone. “I hear rumors my father is going to be attacked at the Eklack.”

“What’s the Eklack?” I said the word and recognized it as the same place Sarlun had mentioned outside.

“Bazarn Five is home to the largest gathered secrets in the universe. That’s the Eklack. Do you live under a rock?” she asked, her thin mouth twitching into a grin.

I couldn’t have the library getting shot up just before I found what I needed from it. Once again, I felt like my timing was more than a fluke. I resolved to hear her out and get to this Eklack as soon as possible to start searching it.

“How do you know he’s going to be attacked? Actually” – I went to the door and opened it, walking into the hall beyond – “come with me. Let’s include everyone.”

She looked astonished that I wanted to share her plight with anyone. “If you trust me, you can trust each and every one of them,” I assured her.

“Who’re you talking to?” Natalia asked. She was already back in the living room, sitting on the rock sofa, where she held a clear tablet.

“Guys, this is Rivo.” I looked behind me, and she wasn’t there. “Come on out.”

The short blue girl hesitantly stepped into the hall. I recalled hearing her aboard the pirate ship before I saw her. Her song had been so lovely, so poignant and sad. I also remembered that her significant other had been killed by the pirates sent to find her father’s riches. In that instant, the confidant woman she was becoming was hidden beneath a frail outer shell. She was really scared.

“Hi, Rivo. I’m Magnus, and just so you know, I had a hand in ending a couple of those pirates when they boarded us. Thanks for shooting us free of their grasp.” He hulked over the girl and stuck his hand out. It was clearly an unfamiliar gesture. She grabbed his thumb and shook it.

“That’s good to hear, and you’re welcome. I would have done anything for my hero. I was going to die on that terrible ship.” Rivo entered the living room and nervously looked around.

“What is it that has you so on edge?” I asked her.

Sarlun entered, and I introduced her to the Gatekeeper. “I’ve met your parents before,” he said. “Curious. How did you find Dean Parker?”

“One of the guards is on my payroll. I like to know who comes and goes. Someone mentioned my name and said he was looking for me. When he described you, I knew there could be no other human searching for me.” She fidgeted with a purple gemstone around her neck. I felt for my own pendant under my shirt. It was still there.

“What can we do to help you?” Slate asked from the edge of the couch. Leonard was beside him, sketching on a notepad.

“And who wants to do your father harm?” Sarlun added.

“Who doesn’t? He’s always being threatened. But after we were attacked, and Nico… killed, the rivalry is only getting stronger.” Tears formed in her four glistening eyes.

“Who’s the rival?” Sarlun was standing, his posture telling me he would know the enemy of her father.

“Lom of Pleva.” The second it took the translation to pass to Sarlun’s Shimmali language was enough to change Sarlun’s face. His snout twitched in surprise and his black eyes widened.

“Lom of Pleva is dead!” he shouted, his voice sterner than I’d ever heard it.

“No, he’s not. He’s back. Father doesn’t believe the rumors, though.”

“Okay, okay. Who or what is a Lom of Pleva?” Magnus asked.

Sarlun stalked across the room and tapped a screen on the wall. Part of the partition slid open, revealing over twenty bottles of all shapes, sizes, and colors. He took a blue crystal glass and splashed in some orange liquor. He downed it in one fell swoop and poured another.

“Who is Lom, Sarlun?” I asked more forcefully than Magnus’ playful tone.

Sarlun’s back was still to us. “He’s a ghost. If there’s anyone wealthier than young Rivo’s father, Lom is it.”

“So does every rich guy out here have to be an evil genius or something?” Slate asked from the couch.

Sarlun ignored him. “Lom’s had a hand in many bad things. Things that may even have affected you and your race,” he said.

My pulse raced at his words. “How?” I asked slowly.

“Hybrids. He funded the technology. Call it a pet project.” He shook his head side to side and downed his second drink. “I was one of the few to see the images of his early cross-DNA projects. The horror he created. Those poor creatures. Did you ever think to wonder how the Kraski got human DNA for their plan?”

I shook my head. Truth was, I hadn’t given it much thought. There had always seemed to be something more pressing happening.

“Lom spent years stealing samples from most inhabited worlds.” Sarlun poured another one.

“You’re telling us some of those ramblings about flying saucers stealing drunks out of cornfields could have been true?” Slate asked.

Sarlun nodded now, confirming Slate’s question.

“You’re serious? He took unsuspecting victims from Earth?” I thought of the models they’d cloned. Janine had been made after the image of a woman this Lom had stolen from Earth. Who had she been?

“And many more worlds. Many.” Sarlun finally turned to us, and I saw something I hadn’t seen in Sarlun’s dark eyes before.

Fear.

“You say he’s dead?” I asked, pressing the subject.

“Supposedly,” Rivo cut in. “The story goes, he was visiting a lorgonium mine, and there was an accident while he was there. Lorgonium isn’t the most stable metal and can react unpredictably when around oxygen. Somehow a leak occurred, and the rest is history.”

“And no one has seen him since?” Magnus asked.

Sarlun answered. “Unless Rivo knows something I don’t, no.”

“His fingerprints are all over this. That pirate ship was full of his old junk. I saw his logo plastered on half of the garbage lying around the place. The robots come from his manufacturing plant. It’s him.” Rivo went to the bar and poured herself a drink.

“Are you sure you should be doing that?” I asked.

“I’ve been of age for some time, junior,” she said, and the room chuckled at her jab.

“Then I’ll take one too.” She passed me a green drink, and I sniffed it before throwing it down the hatch. It started off smooth, but soon a fire was growing in my stomach.

“Why target your father?” Natalia prompted.

“They’ve always been rivals, ever since they were children. Father outbid him on a tech company a long time ago, and the product turned out to have extremely valuable uses.” Rivo sipped her drink.

“Like what?” Leonard chimed in.

“You know the hyperdrives that get everyone around the galaxy?” She paused. “They make up ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the population’s interstellar transportation.”

We all nodded. “There’s a piece in there that kept burning up under the heat and made the drives burn out too fast, or made the engines implode and killed the ship’s inhabitants. It only happened once in a while, but that was enough to make every fleet owner want the improvement.”

I cringed. That wasn’t good. “Your father bought the company that made them?”

“Only Lom didn’t know at the time of bidding, and my father had some inside information. An executive liked the idea of a condo on Bazarn Five more than the agreement they had within the company. When it solved a major issue, my father became the wealthiest individual in the universe.” Rivo didn’t look pleased with him; she looked worried.

“That’s a big target to have. How long ago was this?” I asked.

“Three hundred cycles of Bazarn,” she said.

I assumed a cycle would account for far less than an Earth year. Otherwise, that would make him a very old man.

“Sarlun, how long is that?” I began.

“In your years? About two hundred and fifty.”

I spat my drink out mid-sip. “You mean that?”

Sarlun smiled. “Yes. They live to be five hundred or so, give or take a few decades or years.”

“Once again, I hate to ask, but what do you expect me to do about this?” I asked, wishing I hadn’t downed the drink. My vision was blurring; my tongue felt too fat for my mouth.

“Meet with him. Tell him what you saw on the pirate ship. He’ll believe you, especially since you’re a Gatekeeper too,” Rivo said.

“I don’t have time for this. The Iskios are back. Do you know who they are?” I stood, my voice rising to a higher volume than I intended.

“Some evil name from bedtime stories, I suppose,” she said.

“No. They’re very real, and they have my wife. The Unwinding is real, and I need to know what that means. I need to find her. I have to find the Theos.” The last was said quietly, and all four of her eyes went wide.

“Help me, and I’ll return the favor. If anyone knows about the ancient gods that roamed our universe, it’s Regnig.” Rivo handed me a small coin.

“Who’s Regnig?” I asked her.

“The Eklack is for the general population, at least those wealthy enough to be admitted. Historians, scholars, or priests. I’ve heard most of the knowledge gathered there is accurate, but there are certain things no one should know about. At least, that’s what Father says. Regnig runs a section of the library no one may see.”

Sarlun perked up. His back went rail-straight, a cautioning hand reached out to Rivo.

“And you can get me access there?” I asked.

She nodded. “Speak with my father, and you will get access.”

What choice did I have? “What’s this?” I held my palm out, the small metal coin in the middle of my hand.

“Access to the gala tomorrow. Tell the transport you’re to join the Alnods. They’ll bring you to the gala. And Dean?” she prompted.

“Yes?”

“Wear the uniform and come alone.” She turned and walked from the room, leaving us in the living space, bewildered at our next step.
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“I hope this isn’t a big waste of time.” I looked in the mirror, and Natalia brushed a hair off my white uniform’s sleeve.

“She seemed certain this Regnig was the sure bet to help you find what you’re seeking,” Nat said, doing her best to smile at me. “I wish we could help more.”

It all felt contrived. This whole world was putting me on edge. I didn’t want to spend my time dressing up for a gala; I wanted to get off the planet, find the Theos, and bring the battle to the Iskios. But I understood that sometimes we had to take small steps. Bit by bit, a little became a lot.

“I know. I’m just frustrated, but you’re helping by being here. By going to find any clue that will help us. Mary would be glad you’re here, Nat.” I ran a hand over my beard, trying to straighten the hairs with a mind of their own.

“Thanks, Dean.” Nat smiled in the mirror’s reflection, and I gave her a smile back. Truth was, even though they didn’t feel like it, I was eternally grateful for their support.

“We’ll be at the library today. Don’t worry, Dean.” The ever-vigilant Leonard sat there, a tablet in his lap. “Anything about the Theos, the Iskios, the Unwinding…”

I cut him off. “And most importantly?”

“The portal stones. What they are, when they first started appearing, and where the stone originates,” Slate said, finishing the answer. “Dean, we know all this. Don’t worry about it. We’ll get what we need. Your job is to talk to Rivo’s dad, get on his good side, get a one-way ticket to the librarian dude, and learn anything else you can.”

He was right. “Thanks, guys. I’d better get going.”

The gala was starting at midday, and we’d already wasted enough time talking through our plan this morning. Everyone was dressed and ready to go.

“Sarlun, you’re sure you can get them access, right?” Our plan hinged on this.

“Yes. It will be done.” Sarlun reached out, his thick hand on my shoulder. “Be careful, son.”

“I will.”

“And keep your earpiece in. We want to be able to get in touch,” Magnus reiterated.

I left the room but hated to separate from my friends on this strange world. Slate had argued with me for a good hour at breakfast about being foolish for going anywhere without him by my side. He wasn’t wrong, but Rivo had told me to come alone, and I wasn’t going to risk losing the chance at speaking with this Regnig character.

The coin sat in my folded hand, my firm grip making a circular indent on my palm. I walked through the halls, into the lobby, and outside, without so much as seeing anything around me. I was distracted, staring off at nothing until one of the Duupa asked me if I needed something.

“Transportation to Garo Alnod’s gala,” I said, and soon a small ship lowered before me. I finally paid attention to my surroundings. Bazarn’s star was high in the sky, and a light layer of sweat covered my lip, even at this high altitude. I attributed some of it to nerves.

The door on the vessel opened, and I got in. The ship was empty, but the Duupa stuck its head in, letting the robotic pilot know I was joining the Alnods. The ship rose into the sky, zooming away. The windows on the ship were tinted, keeping glare out. A few other transport ships raced around us as we headed for our destination.

Something else caught my eye in the air. It started out as a speck in the distance, but soon I saw the being for what it was. Huge wings flapped effortlessly, pushing the bird-like creature on nearly as quickly as us. It had bright colorful feathers and a smooth pointy orange beak, and was three times the length of the transport I was inside.

When we were past the amazing flying bird, I looked down to see yet another type of landscape below. Thousands of small islands speckled a blue-green body of water. We lowered, but not all the way to the water level. Instead we stayed around half a mile above, heading for a floating island. Soft blue thrusters burned below it, and the ship landed on the left side of the area. From my current vantage point, the island had to be a few square miles in size.

Only a man with Garo Alnod’s prosperity would have the ego or funds to have a floating island on Bazarn Five. I imagined the islands in the water below were filled with rich dignitaries from numerous worlds, but none at the level Garo would accept. He needed to float above them. This told me a lot about the man, and I wasn’t even sure if I could fault him for it. Would I do any different in his shoes?

“Thank you,” I told the robotic pilot, who didn’t even have a body. Force of habit.

I stepped off and was in a parking lot. Dozens of personal ships were landed in clean lines. One lowered to my right, and a three-headed reptile being came out, allowing a short blue valet inside his ship. He barked an order or two my translator didn’t quite catch and stalked off between the ships toward what could only be called a palace.

At least a dozen golden spires adorned the roof of the structure. Parapets ran along the many balconies on the side of the palace, while people mingled outside, drinks in their hands, claws, or whatever else they had for appendages. I felt alone and out of my element as I followed Three-head down the path. He turned and looked at me with all six eyes before flicking a tongue from the left head and grunting something with the right.

Beings of every color and shape stood by the entrance, some chatting in their own languages. My translator was going into overdrive, trying to identify too many things at once, and I flipped it off, happier to just hear the noises for once. A robed Padlog walked in front of me and entered, handing the hulking guard his coin.

I followed suit, passing the armored guard my token of invitation, and he waved me inside. The ceiling was tall: three stories high, and floating escalators rose to the upper levels on either side of the room. Opaque-skinned creatures with no arms or legs hovered by, with drink trays somehow upright beside them. One stopped by me, and I noticed it had no eyes either. With a slight hesitation, I took something that resembled champagne and said thank you.

It kept moving, stopping at the next approaching guest. I felt hundreds of eyes on me as I stepped deeper into the room. Presumably most of them had never seen or heard of a human before, and I was making quite the spectacle. It was odd to think that I was the outsider in a room full of aliens.

I heard a familiar voice cut through the chatter and saw Rivo wave in greeting. She was wearing a coral orange dress, a striking contrast to her dark blue skin.

I turned my translator on and keyed it to her language only. “Hello, Rivo.”

Rivo blinked nervously. “Dean. Come. Let’s get out of this crowd.”

“Gladly,” I said, setting my full glass down on a table as we neared the left-hand escalator.

“Father doesn’t have long. He needs to make an appearance.” She led me to the third floor and we passed by another guard, who stepped out of the way for her while eyeing me with contempt.

“Why are they so on edge?” I asked.

“He should have canceled the gala.”

“Why?” I asked as we kept moving down a plush carpeted hall. A railing carved from what looked like a solid piece of crystal ran the whole way down, clear and sparkling in perfection.

“A ship arrived last night.”

“Don’t ships arrive all the time?” I asked, dumbfounded. I knew very few had access to the portals, so almost anyone coming to Bazarn Five would have to arrive by a vessel.

“The planet has a barrier. You don’t get inside without a code. You don’t get a code unless you’ve paid and are authorized.” Rivo kept walking, and I slowed my steps to match her short legs.

“And?”

“And there was a glitch. A section of the southern entrance was opened for a moment, just long enough for a ship to come through,” Rivo said.

“You think someone bribed the tower, and now Lom’s on Bazarn?” I asked.

Rivo stopped in her tracks and spun toward me. She grabbed my suit with small fists and pulled me toward her. “Hold your tongue.” She looked around and let me go.

“Sorry. I’m just trying to get caught up.” I smoothed an imaginary wrinkle on my suit, and we kept moving toward the doors at the end of the hall. Two more large guards stood there stoically as we approached.

“Get inside,” Rivo urged, and we walked through the doors as they slid apart, revealing an office. It wasn’t what I’d expected after seeing the rest of the palace so far. This room was compact, an intimate setting. It clicked in that this was the room where Garo met with visitors. It would put them at ease. Surprisingly, almost everything inside was made from wood, when everything out there was crystal, marble, or metal.

A man sat in a chair, turned away from us. His head was midnight blue, bald. Smoke lifted in front of his face toward the ceiling, drifting effortlessly toward a vent. As he turned in the chair, I was surprised to see his size in comparison to his petite daughter.

He was at least as tall as me, his shoulders wider, and his well-cut suit was subdued and elegant. It was a muted gray color, the opposite of most things on this world. The fashion had no collar, and the sleeves went to the middle of his strong forearms. He inhaled on a pen-sized object and blew thick smoke out before talking.

He spoke something in Molariun before he cleared his throat and spoke in English. “Greetings, Dean Parker. I have much to thank you for.” He stood and spread his arms wide. I didn’t know what he intended to do with them, since there was a dark wooden desk between us, but I copied his gesture and he smiled widely.

“You probably wonder how it is I speak your language,” he said.

I nodded, but this wasn’t the first time I’d come across an alien speaking my tongue.

“One of my companies has developed an integrated language system. I won’t bore you with the specifics, but once installed, you have access to any language your vocal ability allows. There are still some biological barriers, of course.”

“Of course,” I said, not sure I wanted anything of the sort installed into me.

“So you’re the hero who brought my daughter back to me. I thought you’d be bigger.” He then laughed, sounding eerily human.

“Father!” Rivo shouted, and he chuckled all the more.

“Daughter, you’re too serious.”

“Nico was killed, an unmarked ship crossed Bazarn’s barriers, and you’re here laughing in another language!” Rivo was still speaking Molariun, so I was sure she hadn’t undergone the surgery yet.

“We don’t know that for sure. It could have just been a glitch,” Garo said.

“You don’t really believe that, do you, Father? Something’s coming. I know Lom was behind the attack on our ship. He was trying to blame pirates, but he was after your money. And your secret.” Rivo hissed the last bit.

So there had been more than just treasure aboard Rivo’s destroyed vessel.

He spoke once again in his native language. “Watch how you speak to me, daughter.”

She averted her eyes from her father, but I watched him. He was trying to look confident, but I saw fear beneath the façade.

“Rivo’s right,” I said. “I saw a symbol all over that ship, come to think of it. A triangle in a circle, and two squiggly symbols inside.”

“Did she prompt you to say that?” Garo asked me, another puff of smoke lifting to the ceiling vent.

“No, she didn’t. Let’s think about this, sir.” I added the last bit to give him a sense of superiority, though I was sure I didn’t need to remind him of his own stature. “Your daughter just about died. Her love, Nico, did die, and you almost lost something dear to you. Now she’s back, telling you that something’s wrong. If Rivo says that someone’s coming for you, then I’d be hard-pressed not to believe her.”

Rivo smiled at me, and her father glared before glancing at his desk.

“It’s in there, isn’t it?” I asked.

“What is?” Garo said, shrugging it off.

“Whatever your daughter almost died to transport.”

Rivo’s eyes went wide, probably surprised I was astute enough to catch it.

Before he said anything, I spoke again. “Wait. It isn’t you Lom wants to attack. He wants this…whatever it is you’re hiding.”

The wind burst out of Garo’s sails, and he almost folded over, his hands running to his face. “I don’t know what to do with it. If it stays here, they’ll find it.”

I walked up to the desk, leaning over so I was only inches from his face. “What…is…it?” I asked slowly.

“It’s dangerous. We thought we were onto something with it. Dimensional shifting. What if you could transport yourself to another dimension?”

“Why would you want to?” I asked.

“Think about it. We catalog the parallel universes, and you choose which you want to leave to. Neighboring planet threatening to destroy you? Why not reappear somewhere else? Only glitch was, we couldn’t figure it out. All the creds we could ever wish for to research it, and we couldn’t get it to work.” He slunk back down in his chair.

“What happened?” I asked, knowing there was going to be a lot more to the story.

“It functioned, or so we thought. We tested it, but it was a one-way trip. Everything looked like it worked, from what we could tell, but there was no way of knowing for sure.” Garo leaned back, looking out the wide window.

“You sent subjects to their doom?” Rivo asked, hearing this part for the first time.

“They were compensated for volunteering, or their families were. I don’t do business like Lom of Pleva. In the end, we shut the program down, only Lom caught word of it. Unfortunately, we live in a universe where creds talk, and so do employees.”

“So he got wind of the dimensional shifter, and then what?” I asked.

“He wanted the technology, but he planned to use it as a weapon. That’s not what it was intended for. Look, I’m not a hero. I’ve done and funded some horrific things in my time, but that was the younger, power-hungry me. Now I have a family.” He stopped speaking and looked at Rivo, who was giving him a hard stare. “I couldn’t let it get in the hands of that monster. I don’t know how much you know of him, but if I told you half the details, you’d beg me to stop.”

“I’ve heard a bit.” I stood, trying to think of a way to help. I couldn’t get tied up in their politics and rivalry. What I really needed was inside the vault. I needed the Theos to help me stop the Iskios. That was it. End of game.

“Then you can’t blame me for setting up that ‘accident’ at the lorgonium mine.”

“That was you, Father?” Rivo asked, her rushed words translating through my earpiece.

He nodded and looked out the window again. “He died that day, or I thought he did. Now I’m not so sure.”

“Rivo, you think he sent someone here for the Shifter?” I asked, wondering if my friends were safe at the Eklack, where they were researching as I stood here, dangerously talking about something I didn’t want to be involved in.

“I do. I didn’t even know what it was. Father hadn’t told me. This is what Nico died for? Why not destroy it?” Tears were forming in her lower eyes, and she blinked them away.

“It’s too volatile. It’s made to move planets. If I try to destroy it, it could be the end of everything in its proximity.” Garo was stuck. If he kept the shifter, he was going to be targeted, and if he sold it, it would be used as a weapon. If he destroyed it, chaos would ensue.

“I don’t want any part of this, but I have a proposition for you.” I shifted from foot to foot, knowing I should just keep my mouth shut.

“Go on,” Garo urged. Rivo paled, seeming to know what I was about to offer.

“Bring me to this Regnig, and I’ll take the Shifter.”
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“Why would you do that?” Garo asked.

“I have more important things than getting involved with your rivalry, but I need information. Data I think I can only find on your planet. I want the real source, not the edited, dumbed-down details on the Theos and the portals. You get me this information and I’ll pocket the Shifter, taking the heat off you for a while.” I had other ideas for it as well but wasn’t going to share those with them. That was between me and the Iskios.

“And you won’t sell it? It would make you a very wealthy man,” Garo said, testing me.

“Look, I don’t give a rat’s ass about money, or creds, or palaces in the sky.” I waved my hand around the room in disgust. “I love my wife, and I want her back. Safe. With me. I didn’t help save my race just so we can be destroyed by the Unwinding and have Mary wielding its insane power because of me. I put her in that situation, and I couldn’t stop her. It should have been me, at the very least.” My knees gave out, and I found myself suddenly sitting in a chair, the emotional damage from the last month finally taking its toll on me.

I leaned forward, my face buried into my hands as a means of subtle comfort.

“Did you say the Unwinding?” Garo asked, his dark blue face a lighter tone.

“Yes. That’s what they called it.”

“They?”

“The Iskios.”

“Rivo, tell your mother we won’t be attending the gala.” He tapped a screen on his desk. “Casell, get my ship and wake up Regnig. We’ll be there soon.” He tapped it off and waved me over.

I came around to watch him stick a blue finger into the air under his desk. A small containment field buzzed, and a drawer appeared from nowhere. He hit a pattern on a screen, and it slid open, revealing a plain metallic box.

I’d had enough of surprise boxes on the Iskios quest and never wanted to see one again. Now here I was, waiting for another to open.

Rivo read her father’s mind and hit a button on the wall, closing the blinds to the room just before he pulled it out and set it on the desk.

“I hesitate to give this to anyone, but if you’re willing to make that trade, I’ll do it. We’ll give you whatever you need to find your Mary.” I could see the excitement in his body language.

It reminded me of a time a friend was giving away a dog online. They’d gotten the puppy without realizing how much work it was going to be, and how big a Great Pyrenees would get. When it was done eating the baseboards in their condo and ripping through a seatbelt in the back seat of their car, they’d posted an ad. I’d met up with him the night someone came to take the dog away, and the sheer relief in his eyes had been similar to what I saw now.

The box opened on a thin piano hinge. The Shifter was round, the size of a compact disc.

“How does it work?” I asked, wondering if he would even tell me.

He described the process in activating it, choosing what you were transporting, and entering the destination. I went over it with him twice to ensure I understood, and he didn’t once ask me why I needed to know. I don’t think he really cared; he just wanted it gone.

“There’s no way to activate it from a distance?” I asked.

“No, someone has to do it. Why does it matter?” he asked with a worried look across his face.

“It doesn’t, just curious.”

A knock rang against the closed doors.

He said something in his native language, and they slid open, revealing a guard. “Your ship’s ready.”

____________

“Where is it?” I asked from inside the luxury vessel. Garo was drinking a clear liquid from a short glass, but when he offered me one, I refused.

The seating was lined along the edges of the ship, with open space in the center, and I got up, moving to the other end in an attempt at some privacy.

I tapped my earpiece to the right channel and spoke softly. “Magnus, are you there?”

The line was quiet for a moment before my friend replied, “Loud and clear, Dean. Where you at?”

“With Rivo and her father, heading to see this Regnig. I think he’ll be able to help me get what I need. How about you guys? Any luck?” I was just glad to hear they weren’t in any trouble down there.

“We’ve got datasticks full of information, and we’ve started to sift through it already. The portal stones are made from a stone only found on one known planet.”

My pulse raced. “What planet?” I asked, anxiously.

“It doesn’t say.” My heart sank as Magnus told me the bad news. “Sarlun thinks it may have been edited out.”

“Keep up the good work. I’ll touch base soon,” I said.

“Good luck, buddy. Stay safe. If you need anyone to come kick some ass, let me know.” Magnus barked a quick laugh, and the call ended. I forgot they could track me by the GPS in my earpiece. At least I could count on them to bail me out of any trouble I found myself in.

“Get ready, we’re approaching.” Garo sat. His drink was still full, or had he poured another one?

I walked to the front of the ship, where a blue Molari piloted us toward the desert dunes. Wind swept in from the north, shooting sand toward us, and I could hear it ting against the hull of the ship as we raced deeper into the desert.

The ship lurched, and for a second, the viewscreen showed blue sky before we swung around nose first, heading straight for the ground.

“Stop, you’re going to kill us!” I yelled right before an impact that didn’t come. We entered the surface through a field that had looked like sand.

“Calm down. I’m sorry I didn’t mention that. This place is hidden. Few know it exists. Fewer have ever set foot down here.” Garo smiled grimly and finally took a drink, gulping most of the clear liquid in one swallow.

We were moving ever downward, through a tunnel only three or four times as wide as our ship. I expected my GPS wasn’t going to work down here, and I tested my communicator when no one was looking. It came up offline. Great.

The ship slowed, and Rivo came to stand beside me.

“Have you seen this before?” I asked the small female being.

“Once. You know you don’t have to take that.” She pointed to my pocket, where the Shifter sat tucked away. “We’ll help you anyway.”

I doubted her father would feel the same way. “It’s okay. Better one ordinary man be a target than a world full of rich tourists, right?”

We followed the tunnel, lights from the ship shining against the dirt walls as we came to a stop, hovering above a platform, the vessel now horizontal.

I felt the walls caving in around me. “How far down are we?”

Garo typed something into a computer pad beside him. “In your distance, around four hundred kilometers.”

We lowered to the platform, settling down with a light puff of dust kicking up to the viewscreen.

“And Regnig lives down here?” I couldn’t imagine anyone being so far below the surface and not losing their mind.

No one answered me as the door opened. “Don’t be startled by Regnig. He’s a little… different,” Garo said.

I let the comment go for the time being and stepped onto the dirt-covered landing pad. An arched doorway was cut into the rock of the upper mantle; a solid wooden door sat closed and windowless.

I walked toward it and glanced back to see if Rivo and her father were following. I hit an invisible energy field and was knocked to the ground. Dust puffed around me in a cloud, covering my white suit with brown particles.

“Thanks for the warning,” I muttered as Garo tapped a holographic projected screen that appeared as he neared the hidden wall.

“Sorry. It’s been a while since I’ve been down here.” His hand shot in front of me, and I grabbed it, getting to my feet.

Even after brushing myself off, dirty streaks stuck to my clothing. Rivo walked past the barrier that was now closed and urged me to the door.

This was it. I was going to find the secret to the Theos. I would discover their world, then… then what? How did I expect to raise them? I’d been so focused on learning where their planet was that I didn’t know what I’d do to speak to them.

A knock broke me from my reverie. The large dark wooden door opened, but no one was on the other side. A throat cleared, and I tilted my head down to the source of the sound. A tiny creature stood before us. It was bipedal, but there the similarities to us stopped. It had a beak the same color as its brown skin, and a single large eye, with red lines stretching to all edges from a pinprick-sized pupil.

Come. You’re letting a draft in. The thoughts slammed into my mind so quickly that I stumbled back. Sorry if I startled you. I don’t get many visitors.

“That’s okay. I’m here to see Regnig.” I crouched down, trying to get on an even playing field with the little being.

You seek Regnig, do you? What business do you have down here? The creature peered around me, its large eyelid blinking a couple times as it stared at Garo and Rivo behind me.

“The Iskios broke free and have my wife. They stole her as their vessel, and she’s wielding something called the Unwinding. I need to stop them and get her back.”

You speak lies! This cannot be. They are long buried.

“Yes, I know,” I said. “The Theos tracked them down and subjected them to an eternity on a crystal world, but they aren’t there any longer.”

How do you know this with such certainty?

“Because I just returned from there, and we took the last remaining Iskios through a portal, where it died after fighting the Theos inside.”

Get inside! Now! The urgency behind its thoughts jostled my mind, and I had to shake the cobwebs out after a moment. The being looked at Garo and must have passed some silent thoughts, because my host just nodded solemnly and turned to walk back to the ship with Rivo.

I followed it inside, and the door flew shut behind me. “Will I see Regnig now?”

You fool. You’re talking to him. Come. You speak dangerous words. Words no other ears are meant to hear. He walked slowly on small crooked legs.

Of course this was Regnig. Garo had warned me he was different. He certainly was that: a petite cyclops bird who spoke telepathically and had telekinetic abilities. “I only wanted to find what I need. I’ll do anything to get her back.”

I see. Saving the universe from its ultimate destruction doesn’t play into it? he asked.

It was truthfully second on my reasoning, but I didn’t want to scare the holder of the information away. “That too.”

Regnig led me down a corridor made for someone shorter than myself, and I ducked as we made our way through the cramped space. The hall was rounded at the top like the door had been, and the walls were packed dirt. It smelled stuffy: a musk you could only get somewhere with no ventilation.

It shortly opened up into a massive domed room. Glowing stones hung on ropes from the ceiling, softly lighting the area. Shelves were cut into the walls, and books filled every available crevice in the whole room. There was a seating area in the center, with worn leather chairs of all sizes. The smallest looked particularly used, and I knew this was where Regnig would perch himself, reading from the ancient tomes one page at a time for countless years.

“This is amazing.” I spun in the middle of the room, getting the full appreciation of what I saw. These weren’t computers, viewscreens with missing details, or videos explaining history. These were books written by the historians, or perhaps diaries from long ago forgotten worlds. I suddenly understood Regnig’s choice for being the one to watch over them.

It is.

“Are you here alone?”

That I am.

What had it been like to live there in solitude for so long?

Sit. Tell me what you know.

I did just that and tried hard not to gloss over any important parts. I wanted nothing more than to learn what I needed and run, but I understood this as a barter. Important news from the outside world, to an isolated being, wasn’t even a fair trade for what I asked.

He sat there unmoving, unblinking even, as I described the Kraski, the Deltra, the hybrids. He twitched when I mentioned the Bhlat, and finally passed an Oh into my mind when I told him of us handing Earth over to them in exchange for peace.

He listened and didn’t speak as I went into our year as Gatekeepers, with the first piece of what we thought was a Theos artifact in Sarlun’s possession. Only when I told him of the ice world and the symbol where we found the second piece, the cube, did he stop me.

The Iskios are conniving. I see why the Theos dealt with them as they did.

I described in detail each of the challenges we went through, and he was extremely interested in the one where we were mentally sent back to Earth during the invasion. That would take a lot of energy and strength to make work, especially after being dormant for so long.

“I don’t know how they did it.”

Stored the energy inside the rock the island was made out of, perhaps. I’ll have to study on it. When I didn’t reply, he told me to continue.

When I got to the Padlog being at the crystal world, he stopped me once again. And you have questioned these Padlog?

“Yes and no. I didn’t want to implicate us in their people’s deaths. The Supreme did give me some information on the Theos after I requested it, but we really went there to get the coordinates for the world where we’d left Mary.” Regnig closed his eye as we spoke, and for a moment, I thought I might have lulled him into sleep.

Go on.

He heard about our entrance into the pyramid and finding the throne room where the mist took over Mary, deeming her the True. I left out the part about her being pregnant. It felt too personal, a piece of the story I should keep for myself.

And she sent you back with a wave of her hand before the Iskios took back control? he asked.

“That’s how it seemed.” I thought of her eyes at that moment. Her face had been so shocked and sad, tears filling her eyes at the same time as the black mist.

I can tell you speak truth. How do you presume to solve this?

Had I told him everything? I’d already told him I knew the Theos were inside the portals. What choice did I have? Every minute that passed by with Mary under their control, my guilt increased, and I wasn’t going to be able to live with myself soon.

“I think the universe is about balance. It’s an age-old theory, right?” I suspected Regnig’s idea of “age-old” was different from that of a young race like humans. “I’m told the Theos and the Iskios were the first two races. Whether that’s true or not isn’t necessarily relevant. What I do think is, they were both powerful. You spoke of energy, and that’s what it comes down to.

“The Theos thought they were doing a service to everyone when they chose to cast a judgment of death on the Iskios, but by doing this, they caused an imbalance. Unselfishly, they made portal stones around the universe, using their own life force to power them. The ultimate sacrifice. Their lives for the return of the balance.”

I waited, and Regnig finally opened his eye. You are wise for one so young. I’ve read many philosophical collections about this very topic. It’s been of interest to many for hundreds, even thousands of years, but no one has come to the exact conclusions you have.

I felt a “but” coming.

But you don’t have the whole picture.

“What am I missing?” I asked, my heart beating so fast I could hardly hear the thoughts he was pushing into my mind.

They aren’t all dead.
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Goosebumps rose on my arms. “What do you mean, they aren’t all dead?”

They couldn’t make the ultimate sacrifice you speak of, and that’s why we don’t live in a peaceful, united galaxy. We have love, compassion, and times of peace, but still war, famine, and torture. Balance is important, and that’s why people like you are born. To change the universe. You are a Recaster.

His words sent chills up and down my body. Kareem’s dying breath echoed inside my head. “What do you mean?”

You stopped the Kraski. You saved a planet.

“Only to give it away,” I corrected.

That’s not the important part. You saved your people from a destructive race. You gave them a new home, a new future.

“I also helped unleash a devastating power.” My hands ran through my hair. He was giving me too much credit.

Balance. You did something positive, and then something negative. But what you do next will determine what it means for the ultimate equilibrium. Regnig’s beak opened, and a small pink tongue stuck out momentarily.

“Are there others like me? Recasters?” I asked.

He nodded. I’ve read tales of them from many worlds, over countless centuries. They aren’t frequent, though, and don’t always do things on such a grand scale.

The idea that I was anything more than an accountant from New York who’d somehow helped save Earth from an invasion by a scared and violent race was too much. I thought Regnig might be reading too much into it all. He was caught up in the fanciful stories in the books around him. “I’m just a man.”

I know. I’m just a Quontre, but it doesn’t mean I didn’t rise above my station and become guardian to the universe’s hidden knowledge.

He had a point. “How do I find them? My friend said he found a text stating there was an origin planet for the portal stones, but the name of the world was missing.”

It’s here somewhere. I’ve read it, but you see, there are far too many books to remember, and my memory isn’t what it used to be.

All my hopes dropped with my stomach. I didn’t have time to search the hundreds of thousands of volumes around us.

Good thing I have a system.

____________

Hours later, we were both covered in dust, and dozens of texts lay sprawled out on a large wooden table. Regnig used ladders to get up and down as he searched for the books.

This is it. His beak opened, and he blew on a thin dark leather-bound volume. He handed it to me, and I felt a rush of excitement.

I scanned through the pages carefully and realized I couldn’t read the language. He must have known that. “Here, I don’t understand it.”

I know, but it’s the picture you’re going to want to see.

I flipped a few more handwritten pages and found a map, carefully drawn in black ink on the taupe paper. It showed five planets circling a star; dozens of small moons were labeled as well.

Third from the star. That’s it. His small clawed finger scratched over the page, on a name. Elnan. The name of their world clicked into my head, and for a second, I could almost see it; then it was gone.

I looked for coordinates but found none. “How does this help?”

It helps if you have this. He climbed down the steps, his little legs carrying him faster than I’d seen him move yet. I followed him, the book carefully gripped in my hands.

We stopped at the edge of the room, and he tapped a button on a tablet. One of the bookshelves moved forward and slid to the side, revealing a room with a screen and a short chair. He sat down and began powering up the screen. I had to crouch to fit into the space and began kneeling beside the little desk.

I often have to refer to the star mapping for my research. This will allow us to scan the drawing, and it will determine if there are any matches in the system.

“But this is just a drawing.”

It looks to scale.

“But still.” I passed him the book, when his clawed hands shot out for it.

Just be patient. He opened the book to the right page and pressed it against the blank screen. A green light rolled over the glass material, and he passed the volume back to me.

A symbol rotated on the screen in the universal “please wait” notification.

Three matches, he said in my mind as the screen showed three detailed images of different systems. We looked through each of them, Regnig zooming in on one at a time.

From the text, I recall the star being a yellow giant. From that, we can determine the world is…this one. He zoomed toward a small planet on the middle screen. A moon rotated around it on the computer’s program. Xatrin U3. Interesting. No details on it. No lifeforms noted. A hunk of rock, by all accounts.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The Theos home world. “Can you give me the coordinates now?”

Write this now. He passed something resembling a quill and ink, and I dipped it before taking the series of numbers down on the same page with the map. “I’m assuming I can take this?”

No books may leave here. He slid a piece of paper to me and got up, stretching his back until I heard a loud crack. He stretched his wings out and flapped them vigorously.

“Thank you for your help, Regnig, but I need one more thing. Do you have a book on the portal symbols?”

Of course I do. He turned, hobbling back to the large open library. He tapped a claw to the tip of his beak and waved me to the far side of the room. Climb this ladder. I’m getting tired.

I did as he requested, feeling the first rung groan under my weight. It hadn’t been built for someone as large as me to step on. I glanced up, hoping I didn’t need to climb the full twenty feet up to where the ceiling began to curve.

Halfway. My mind was sent an image of the book’s spine.

“I thought your memory wasn’t what it used to be,” I commented.

It isn’t. I used to remember far more. Now don’t dawdle.

I kept climbing. Each step up was rewarded with a creak of protest from the wooden rungs.

To the right. Almost there.

I stretched my right arm out, spotting the book he wanted me to grab. I held on with my left and kicked my right foot out as I stepped lightly on a railing Regnig used as a platform to walk among the levels of books, only it was far too narrow and thin for me to put my weight on.

With a little luck, my fingers found the book. I brought it back to the ladder and felt the rung snap in half, and I began to fall to the ground. I held the book tight, as if it mattered more than my own safety in that instant.

A gust of air slowed me, and I landed with no more than a minor bounce.

I glanced around, wondering what happened, and I saw Regnig standing beside me. He grabbed the book and sauntered off. Then I remembered the door closing on its own and wondered what his story really was. There was a lot more to the small birdman than I could even begin to guess.

He was already flipping through it. I got up and joined him at the table we’d been using earlier. Here it is. Xatrin U3. He slid the book toward me. I’ve been here a long time, and in all my daydreaming, I never imagined I could actually make a difference. Good luck to you, Dean Parker.

I was about to look at the book when a rapid knocking echoed to us from the entrance door. “Sounds urgent.”

I ran for it, unsure what I was going to find. When I opened the door, a frantic Rivo blurted out something. I didn’t have my earpiece on, and I tapped it active. “Say that again!”

“Something’s happening above ground. We’ve being invaded!” She was shaking, and I tried to process what I was hearing.

Garo was behind her, and he nodded, confirming the information was true.

“Garo, you stay here with Regnig, if that’s okay with you?” I turned to the little one-eyed birdman, who’d finally caught up.

He may stay, for a short time.

“I can’t stay down here. We need to fend them off!” Garo said in English.

“Father, you’re too important. We’ll scout what’s going on and send for you when we can. You have the best defenses money can buy. Don’t worry. They can handle themselves,” Rivo said.

If they were under attack, that meant the invaders had broken through the defenses already, meaning it was likely an inside job. I didn’t have to tell Garo that; he would already know.

“Let’s go. Thanks again, Regnig.”

Go and find the balance again, Recaster. Leave the book.

“But I need the symbols. There’s no other way to get there.” A thought occurred to me, and I cursed my stupidity at not having remembered the device Suma had gifted me. I fished it out of my pocket and set it on top of the book. It hummed to life and began scanning. A red light shone around the book as I held it, tiny slivers of beam folding between each page, making the volume vibrate. Soon the light stopped, and I slid the device into my pocket. I flipped it open to the page with Xatrin U3 on it and tried to memorize the symbol, but it wouldn’t stick in my jumbled mind.

“Dean, we need to go!” Rivo was pulling my arm now, and we left behind Regnig, who didn’t for a second step outside his cavern. He held the book in his small claws. His voice entered my mind for the last time – Good luck, Dean Parker – and we ran for the ship. Soon we were back inside, heading for the surface.

I tried to connect with Magnus but got nothing back. I went through to each different channel and still came up empty-handed. I hoped they were safe. The Eklack might be a primary target for the invaders. Was it Lom of Pleva? Had he come to get the device I now held in my pocket, or was it just payback to Garo, his nemesis, for trying to kill him?

We emerged from the sand to chaos. Ships were everywhere, laser beams flew through the air, and bombs concussed all around us.


Twenty-Five

I tried my earpiece again. “Magnus! Come in!”

“Dean, where the hell are you?” he asked.

“I just got back to the surface from underground. Are you safe?” Images of a crumbling building around my friends flashed into my mind.

“We made it back to the promenade. Everyone’s hiding out here, but we’re getting back to the stones. We were going to wait until we heard from you,” Magnus said, concern evident in his tone.

“Just go! Get out of here. I’ll find a way to get off this world.”

He relayed my wishes to the others, and I could hear Slate in my ear now.

“Boss, not a good idea. Get over here, and we can leave together.” Slate’s voice was calmer than I’d expected.

“Go home. That’s an order, Slate. Get them safely to New Spero. I’ll be there shortly.”

I wouldn’t be, but he didn’t need to know that. I had something to do and wanted to do it alone.

“Rivo, I need to get to the portal.”

“Don’t you see we’re in the middle of something here?” Rivo stared at the battle going on around us. The pilot veered lower and raced across the dunes.

“I’m going to leave. I have somewhere to get to.”

She looked about to lose it on me, but she held back, going to talk quietly to the pilot. He veered the ship right, and I hoped that meant he was going back to the promenade where I could access the portal and leave the invaded planet behind.

Fires burned in luxury hotels as we flew by, lives were being lost with each breath, and I knew I should do something to help. But I couldn’t, and even if I were able, I had to find Mary. I was so close to discovering a way to end this all. I needed to balance things, and staying here wasn’t going to accomplish that.

Eventually, we entered a quiet area where no fighting was taking place. The pilot sped over the landscape toward the promenade near the entrance to the portals. Enough time had passed I knew my friends would be back home, to the caves by Terran Five. I wasn’t following.

“Rivo, I need an EVA.” Mine was stowed away in my pack at the hotel at the Peaks. It wouldn’t do me any good there.

Rivo crossed the ship to the rear, where she opened a closet. “You and my father are near the same size, even if you’re a little skinnier. Try this on.”

The suit was lightweight, top-of-the-line by all accounts, but what else could I expect from one so rich?

I hastily put it on, and Rivo cinched it at the waist for me. The boots were raised, making me six inches taller than I was.

“You can adjust the air levels here.” She showed me, and I changed them to match my own suit’s readouts.

The helmet was shaped differently from ours, but it was lighter, sleeker in design, and it connected with an energy seal. That was new. “Anything else I should know?”

“It has built-in thrusters on the back, and in the soles of the boots. The controls are here.” She pointed to them in the fingers, and it reminded me of the controls from the Kraski suits, when Mae and I had raced to tether the vessels together. The gloves stretched out a little longer than custom ones would on me, but overall, the suit fit well.

“Show me the translator,” I said, and she ran through it quickly. I connected my own earpiece to it wirelessly, since they didn’t have ears like ours.

Not many Bazarn residents or tourists would have access to the Shandra, and the promenade was nearly empty. All the normal vendors would be tucked away, seeking protection from the surrounding war zone. The pilot lowered us to the ground, where we’d come out from below ground in a transportation field.

“I want to come with you,” Rivo said urgently. She was already starting to put on an EVA.

“You can’t. I have to do this alone.” I was so close now. The pieces to the puzzle were finally falling into place, and soon I’d be able to see the big picture.

“But I can help. If you need someone to watch your back or fly a ship, I can do those things.”

She made a good point. Maybe I could use the help. “But what about your planet? Your father?”

“We’ll drive the invaders off. This isn’t the first time someone has made a play for the world.” Rivo sounded confident, but her posture belied her words. “And my father is underground with Regnig. He’ll be safe.”

I’d already sent my own friends back home to safety and suddenly wished I had one of them with me. Slate, preferably, but I’d put him through enough. As much as I appreciated everyone’s sentiments, part of me wished they’d stop volunteering for these risky missions.

“I’m sorry, Rivo. I can’t bring you where I’m going.” I felt the circular disk her father had given me, confirming it was still there.

She looked reprimanded, but she could tell I was serious. “Fine, but take this.” She ran across the space again and unlocked a compartment with a scan of her hand. She handed me a weapon – a thin gray gun – and a box, which she set into a backpack.

“The suit has stim injections if you’re hurt, as well as intravenous food. Just to be safe, take this too.” She threw in some packages from a cupboard, and some water bottles.

I’d been so tied up in getting the information and finding the Theos, I hadn’t planned on what I’d do about food. Maybe I should be taking someone like Rivo with me. Apparently, I needed to be looked after. I thanked her before I could change my mind.

The door opened, and I jumped off, my new weapon slung around my arm, my pack light on my back. “Thanks, Rivo. For everything. For getting me in with Regnig.”

“Dean, I’d either be dead on a pirate ship, or worse, still alive on a pirate ship. Anything you ever need, come to me. Good luck.” She smiled, and I found myself hoping I did see her again someday.

“Go help your planet,” I said, and she blew out a deep breath.

“I will.”

The ship’s door closed, and it lifted off, heading in the opposite direction to the one we’d come in from. There were fewer explosions in the air. Maybe an end was coming to the conflict. I hoped so, for everyone’s sake. If Lom was the one responsible for this attack, and he really was after the Shifter in my pocket, I could be in a lot of danger.

The whole promenade looked much different from when we’d first arrived. Only a couple of ships hung at the far end, likely empty. No smoke rose from the food vendors’ establishments as I raced across the grounds toward the invisible energy field. I walked toward the pillars and felt the familiar change of vibration.

I appeared on the stairs beneath the boardwalk and ran toward the portal doors. I hardly noticed the amazing surroundings as I passed a few bewildered beings, hiding out below for the battle to end. The guards were still stationed at the portal doorway, two on this side.

“Stop where you are!” one of them ordered, sticking a meaty hand out to push against my chest.

I didn’t have time or energy to argue with the guards. “I’m Dean Parker. Did Sarlun and the others travel through here?”

“Oh yes, the other Gatekeeper. I didn’t recognize you in…” His eyes widened. “In an Alton’s personal house suit. Where did you come by this?” He pushed me in the chest this time, knocking me off-balance, and I stumbled to the ground. The other guard lifted a rod in his hand, blue energy coursing through it.

Rage filled my veins. Mary needed me. The whole damned universe needed me to stop the Unwinding, and here I was being bullied by two ugly overgrown four-armed brutes. I felt my finger on the trigger before the action registered with my brain. Only at the last second did I realize what I was about to do, and I jerked my arm up, hitting the ceiling above them instead of pegging one in the head.

The gun was different from our pulse rifles. Instead of a beam cutting a hole above, a detonation blasted where it struck, and a hole five feet wide ripped open the ceiling.

Before they could react, I was up on my feet, pointing the gun between them, daring one of them to move so I could pick the other one off. “Listen to me. Garo gave this to me. He also has trusted me with something pivotal to stop the war going on out there. If you really want to piss me off, I’ll shoot you both, and tonight when I go to sleep, I’ll dream of nothing. No regrets, no blood, no violence; nothing.”

The one who’d pushed me stepped out of the way. “Why didn’t you just say so?” he asked, and the door opened beyond. Two guards inside looked ready to walk toward me, but the ones on this side waved them off.

I walked past the group of hulking guards and slid the gun back onto my shoulder. My hands shook as I lowered them to my sides, trusting I wasn’t about to get shot in the head as I made my way through the opulent room. Now that I saw it as I left, the etchings, the gold, the carvings and paintings felt nothing more than ridiculous and pretentious.

The portal table stood at the far end of the cavernous room. My boots clanked with each step against the hard stone ground. I tried to recall the symbol for Xatrin U3. The symbols on the walls lit up as I approached, glowing in multiple colors. The clear table screen shone softly, and I entered the secret code Kareem had given me when we’d returned the hybrids from the prison on Earth.

How far I’d come. Just over a month ago, my life had been great. I was married, and Mary and I were on adventures as Gatekeepers, visiting barren worlds and gathering data on them. That damned artifact. How had we even stumbled across that symbol on the ice world? It seemed too farfetched to be a coincidence. Were these two opposing races really gods of some kind? Could they pull and push others’ actions to suit their own needs?

The hidden symbols appeared, but not fully there like the others. They always stayed a little dimmer, like they were in the background of the otherwise clear screen. I sifted through them, looking for the symbol, but I couldn’t find it. I couldn’t match it. Where was Xatrin U3, and why couldn’t I recall what it looked like? It had only been half an hour, maybe an hour since I’d seen it.

I fished out the small copier Suma gave me and found my suit had a built-in arm console. I fiddled with the device and found a way to link them together wirelessly. I tapped through the document, which organized the pages in the right order. There I found Xatrin U3 and the symbol. I looked at it. Three triangles, two wavy lines, and sun rays off the left pyramid. I went to the table to find it.

What had it looked like again? I cursed when I couldn’t remember. I found it on my arm screen but quickly forgot it. It was like something magical was wiping it from my memory as soon as I stopped looking at it. No wonder no one had been able to find their world. They’d found a way to keep it hidden. The mind couldn’t remember it, even if someone did stumble on it.

My breath quickened as I tried to figure this out. The guards at the end of the hall still watched me but were too far away to have any idea what it was I was struggling with. I was glad when neither of them came to ask if I needed assistance.

I looked around for something to write with. There was a desk nearby, along the wall, but everything was digital. No pens. No paper. Nothing to draw with.

To hell with it. I didn’t have time for this.

I kicked the wooden table. This got the guards’ attention. I looked at the image and broke the legs into a few pieces. I kept looking at the image on my arm screen while I laid out broken splinters of wood on the ground.

By now, the guards were quickly stalking toward me. I had to hurry. I looked down and saw it was close enough. Once I went to the table, I still couldn’t remember the image of the Xatrin U3 symbol, but I glanced to the floor to see three crude triangles. Bingo. As I found a symbol that closely resembled my rudimentary copy of the symbol, the guards closed in on me.

Without hesitation, I tapped the icon, and everything went white.


Twenty-Six

“WHO ENTERS OUR DOMAIN?” a voice boomed in my ears.

I was naked, floating in nothingness. A background began to spread across the blank canvas, as if I was watching an invisible artist at work. I spun with the image as it appeared, and soon I understood I was seeing my house and acreage back on New Spero. I glanced down to find Maggie sleeping beside me; the wooden deck boards were under my bare feet. When I looked up again, the picture was complete. It felt like I was home, only there was no scent, no wind, and I still had no clothes on.

“Dean,” I said quietly, answering the question before adding some volume to it. “Dean Parker.”

“WHY DO YOU ENTER OUR DOMAIN?” the voice asked, but this time, the sound came from around my house. I walked the few steps and peeked over the deck railing. I was walking toward myself, but this version of me wasn’t naked. He wore a white jumpsuit, with a gray cloak over his shoulders. He was clean-shaven, his hair shorter than I usually wore it.

“I need your help. The Iskios are back.” I followed the other me as he walked around the deck to the stairs and climbed them to meet me in front of my door. Maggie hadn’t moved yet, and I was sure she was just there as an imprint of my memory.

“Impossible. They are dead,” my alter ego said, this time at a normal pitch and in my own voice.

There we stood, two Dean Parkers, staring each other in the eyes. His were swirling radiant green orbs of energy and galaxies.

“They’ve returned.” I wanted to be as straight to the point as I could. I didn’t know how much time the Theos would give me, and I couldn’t mince words.

“How can this be? We sealed them away for eternity,” the other me said.

“They left a trap behind. We were tricked into thinking we were finding the Theos, but instead they took a vessel and have unleashed the Unwinding.” I watched as the Theos-infused version of me showed his cards. His posture changed, shoulders slumping enough to know he believed me.

“The Unwinding.” The words slipped from my doppelganger’s mouth, and the image around me began to melt. “Are you worthy, Dean Parker?”

Not this question again. I hadn’t passed it the first time.

“Worthy of what?” I asked, suddenly feeling like this wasn’t a question to answer while standing naked on my deck. The sky in the distance disappeared, leaving nothing but white light in its stead. The light continued to envelop the rest of the area. My yard, garden, driveway, all dissipated before the power of the bright light. Soon it was just me, once again floating, and facing the other me eye-to-eye.

“Worthy to be our champion?” he asked, his eyes softening.

I didn’t hesitate. I knew what I was being offered. “I am.”

“Then behold.”

I thought about it. How had no one found the Theos before? Or perhaps they had but had failed to get in. What would happen if they didn’t find me worthy? Would I just vanish within the stones?

To get here, I not only needed the code to find the hidden symbols of the mysterious Theos Collective, but I also needed to have access to Regnig and Bazarn’s concealed library. The odds were stacked against someone trying to find the Theos, but against all those difficult probabilities, I’d somehow accomplished it.

Within a single heartbeat, I found we were in a room, my clothing on me once again. I didn’t know if it was another apparition, fueled by the Theos and pushed into my head, or if it was a real space on their planet.

“Is this real?” I asked the figure before me. He had turned away, and something had changed about him. It clearly wasn’t my doppelganger any longer. This being was taller and wider than I was, but he still wore the gray cloak, covering most of his back and legs from my vantage point.

“Is anything real?” he asked back in an alien voice, no longer my own.

He slowly turned to me, and my blood ran cold. How long had it been since anyone had laid eyes on a Theos? From all of my readings, there were sightings only a few hundred years ago, but all my experience had taught me those were lies. The real Theos had been hiding away for far longer than that. Longer than most races had existed.

His cloak’s hood covered his head, but I could see the green glowing eyes beneath the shadows of the cowl. Gloved hands hung at his sides, strong powerful hands hidden under soft gray material.

“You’re real,” I found myself saying.

He laughed then, a real laugh, catching me off-guard. “Forgive me, but at times, I wasn’t so sure.” His arm reached out, tapping me on the chest. “Are you real?” He returned the question, all in my own language.

“I hope so. Otherwise, this is a very strange dream.” I smiled, even though my heart was racing as sweat dripped in long lines down my sides and back.

I finally got a look around the room. The walls were smoothed crystal; small stalactites hung from the ceiling with a green tint to them. The floor matched but was a darker tone. “Where are we?” I asked. There was furniture carved from the stone, and stone lanterns glowed along the walls, casting a colorful ambiance over everything.

“You’re at your destination.”

“Fair enough. Can you help me?”

I still couldn’t see his face, but it sounded like he sighed.

“Come, let us talk.” He led me away from the edge of the room and through an open doorway that led to a much more inviting space. Wooden floors ran in straight lines across the room. A table carved from crystal sat near what could only be a kitchen; two chairs were pushed under it. “I’ve not had guests before.”

“Then why do you have two chairs?” I instantly regretted my question. He didn’t seem to mind.

“For such an occasion.” He motioned for me to take a seat. “You can take that off, if you prefer.”

I tapped my helmet. “Are you sure?”

“I wouldn’t suggest it if I wasn’t. If I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t have allowed you into my home.” His voice was deep, but perfect English spilled from his lips like he’d known it his whole life.

I tapped the release, as Rivo had shown me, and removed the helmet, taking a breath of air. It was perfect – a hint of coolness to it, but refreshing, unlike what I expected from the closed-in home. I saw my own hand shaking as I set the helmet down on the wooden floor. The enormity of where I was finally settled in. I felt like a fly that could be squashed at any moment.

“Don’t be afraid. No harm will come to you here,” he said, reading my mind. “Tell me all, Dean Parker.”

“I don’t know where to begin.”

“At the start. When you became the man who sits before me. I think you know the exact moment, don’t you?” he asked, and I did.

“We don’t have much time. I need to find my wife. I need her back.”

He pulled back his hood, revealing a long face, two piercing green eyes, and a white mane of hair. He had no nose to speak of, but two nostril holes sat above gray lips; his skin was a pallid ash color. He was striking, and not at all what I expected from the ancient race.

“Here, time doesn’t exist. You are free to tell the tale as slowly as needed.”

“What then?” Would he help me? Could he even do anything? I saw a man of flesh and blood like myself.

“Then I decide if the unbalance I’ve felt is possible to fix, or if we stay here and let nature take its course,” he said. His face stayed impassive even as mine turned to a scowl.

“We can’t let it continue!” I started to shout, but he raised a long finger in the air, silencing me.

“Tell your tale.”

“You haven’t told me your name,” I said, somehow feeling this was important.

“You may call me Karo.”

It seemed too simple a name for the being across from me. I calmed, took a deep breath, and started. “The ships came at dawn…”

____________

“Clever. You are the thirtieth being to attempt to enter the portal here,” Karo said.

“Thirty! What happened to them?” I imagined them stuck forever in the nothingness.

“They were sent back, with no memory of my questions. They assume the portal is faulty and continue on with their lives.”

“Were any seeking you out, or were they random?” I imagined a colorful being finding the ancient portal long ago and ending up being grilled by the Karo-fueled version of themselves.

“Two such seekers have come with the intent of finding us. They were both rejected.”

“Why did you allow me in?”

“Because of the history of unbalance you brought with you.” Karo stood, moving to his kitchen. “Would you care for something to eat?”

I laughed, wondering where he would possibly get food. I had no idea if we were on the surface, underground, or stuck within projections in my mind. But my stomach growled at the thought of food, so I told him I’d like to eat.

“You’ve woven quite the tale, Dean Parker.”

“Just Dean is fine.”

“How is it you go on?” he asked, his glowing eyes swirling as he stared at me from his kitchen.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Many through the ages have crumbled at the tasks you’ve accomplished. How do you go on?”

I thought about it, and it was easy. “I go on because people need me. If I knew someone else could step up to the plate and replace me, I’d happily go back home as long as Mary was beside me.”

“And there’s the truth of it all. You go on for her, don’t you? It’s always been about her, even before you knew it was.” Karo lifted a hand, pointed a long finger toward me, and I felt a tug at my head, like he’d plucked a thought from my mind.

“What was that?” I asked, rubbing my hair.

“Food. I wanted to know your favorite dish.” I looked over to him and saw him open a door similar to that of an oven. He pulled out a steaming hot pizza, the smell hit the air, and I found myself starting to drool as I saw the melted cheese, the basil topping, and the crispy pepperoni.

“How did you do that?” I got up, crossing the small distance between us. I opened the door and saw an empty opening behind it. I looked inside, then to the piping hot pizza on the countertop. “Are you a god?”

It was his turn to laugh; light crinkles aged his otherwise smooth skin. “Is that what they say? It’s been far too long. I’ve been out of touch for ages.”

“Well, are you?” I took an offered slice of pizza, passed to me on a flat, thin green crystal plate.

He shook his head. “No. We are not gods. Our advanced intellect allowed us to create miraculous technology. Many took these as signs of a higher power, but we are flesh and blood.”

I was going to call him on it. “Then how have you stayed here for so long without perishing?”

“It would be difficult to explain. It has everything to do with slowing cell disintegration, and some other biological adjustments I won’t bore you with.” Karo had a vague answer for everything. I suppose it wasn’t my place to extract the knowledge of an ancient race when their secret ways were what kept them safe for so long. Still, I couldn’t resist a little probing.

“What about that? You picked a thought from my head.” I gestured to the pizza. I blew on the slice and took a bite, my taste buds happily dancing at the intense flavors.

“You live long enough, you learn to utilize most of the hidden cognitive functions of the brain. And this” – he pointed at the square box the pizza had come out of – “is linked to my mind through a series of microchips. Saves me time from having to program my meals.”

So he could read minds. Regnig had been able to as well, and I wondered how old he was. But he also needed to eat, which meant he was just another being like me. Maybe a little more advanced, but he’d understand the plight I was in the middle of. He could be reasoned with.

“Will you help me?” I asked, knowing this was my last resort. Without his help, I’d have to go back home, see if Clare could pinpoint Mary’s location, or wait for word of the Unwinding’s destruction to hit the Gatekeepers’ network. Then I’d have to make it to her and try to find a way to pull her out of there before I used the Shifter in my pocket.

“You need to see something first. You need to understand.” He bit into his pizza and smiled. “This is good. I wish I’d known of it a long time ago. Before you go, do you mind letting me pick a few more from your mind?”

I couldn’t tell if he was kidding, but his wry smile made me think he wasn’t totally serious. “Show me what you must. I’ll do anything to get her back.”

“I know you will. But you still need to see.” He slid a gloved hand along his clear countertop and walked to the wall, where he hit a series of commands into an appearing keypad. The image of the wall disappeared, showing another room within. Large crystals, each a different color, sat in a circle, breaching from the floor. “Stand in the center.”

I set my food down; my plate clanked against the counter as I let it go prematurely. I walked to the crystals without hesitation. If Karo needed me to see this, I’d do it, to find out how they could help me stop the Iskios.

I was in the middle of the circle and looked back, wondering if anything was supposed to happen. “I’m ready, Karo.”

“Brace yourself,” he said quietly.

Visions from the Theos rushed into my mind without warning.


Twenty-Seven

Wind blew through my long hair as I watched the crowd gather below. I was at the top of a hill, the largest near the shuttle zone, and Zall sat beside me, talking nonstop about how excited she was to finally get off this rock.

Thrusters spewed hot red fire toward the ground, and the rocket shook before rising into the sky. Tears I didn’t know I had formed along my eyes as I viewed the first flight of exiles to the Iskios colony. We were too different, they claimed. My father told me never to be seen with my best friend. The Iskios were dangerous, too hideous a creature. I disagreed.

Zall held my hand and I leaned in. Her surprise quickly turned to understanding, and our lips met for the first time. They stayed together as the rocket raced into space. Soon only smoke remained, along with two more shuttles.

Zall pulled away. “I have to go. My parents are waiting for me.”

“I wish…” I didn’t know what to say. Nothing would convey my true feelings. “I wish you weren’t going.”

“You know there’s no other way.”

She was right. They’d been banished. My father said they couldn’t help it, that they had a compulsion to harm things. Mother was sad for them, but Father was angry we were even letting them go. His eyes spoke the violence he was speaking against.

“I know. Can I walk you down?”

“You’d better not. I’ll… miss you.” She stood and bent down, holding my face in her warm hands. She kissed me again and turned, walking away from me forever.

I wanted to yell, to tell her I couldn’t live without her, but she was already gone before I built up the nerve. It couldn’t be. She was Iskios, and I was Theos.

____________

“Captain, this was the work of the Iskios, and the bastards weren’t shy about anyone knowing it was them.” I looked at the images on the screen. I wanted to scream, to tear my gaze away, but I forced myself to watch them. The Malanzits were a young race, still at war with spears and rocks. They wouldn’t have been able to protect themselves from the monsters with bombs and energy beams.

The population of the world was destroyed, this time with a brutality unlike the others. The Iskios had killed on other planets, but not an entire race. They’d also dropped airborne viruses and chemical warfare on unsuspecting worlds, leaving millions of casualties in their wake.

“We have to end this. The Balance be praised,” a female officer said. I couldn’t recall her name.

“We’re picking up signs of an Iskios vessel four parsecs away, sir.”

I blinked and turned my head from the horrible images of death from the planet below.

“We’ve warned them countless times. Seek them out.”

“And then?” my first officer asked.

“Then we destroy them.”

____________

The chamber was the fullest I’d ever seen it. There wasn’t a single seat left empty, and countless Theos were standing on the balcony looking down. Today was the day. The day our fate would be sealed. And I was the one to give the news.

Balance. I imagined the universe on a scale, the disaster being created by the Iskios far outweighing the kindness and innovation of us, the Theos. We were only a part of the balance, but a large portion nonetheless.

“Quiet!” Hazal called from beside me, striking his gavel down on the table. “Silence for your leader!”

I stood as everyone else sat. A lone cough from the middle of the room echoed through the chamber, and I spoke. “They must perish.”

It was as if everyone spoke at the same moment. We knew the Theos’ feeling about this topic. It was a mix of reactions. Some wanted compassion, others prison, but more wanted death. A few even wanted us to not intervene at all, but that was blasphemy to a Theos, for we praised the Balance.

I raised a single gloved hand. My cloak opened, and I suddenly wished the evening could have been cooler. I continued to sweat under the clothing, hoping no one noticed my frailty. I wasn’t at peace with the decision. It had taken far too many sleepless nights, and even longer to perfect the stones’ preparation.

The room eventually fell silent once again, and I waited a moment longer than normal to speak. “We will track each of them down, using our new technology that allows us to identify each living Iskios. The energy output to make this work will be astronomical, but we will harness the stars.” Killing a star by sucking the energy out to power the Locator was the least of our concerns, but destroying something so wonderful still hurt me.

“And what will happen when we find them, Governor?” someone called from the balcony above.

“I cannot say. But you will never see another Iskios for as long as you shall live. Their reign of terror is over.” I couldn’t tell them we would fuse them into the crystals at Elam Four. It was the only way to keep the balance. By killing them all, their energy would cease to exist. We needed it to continue. We needed Balance.

____________

I watched the feeds from Elam Four. The crystals began to change colors. How had this happened? None of our scientists could tell us. It had taken centuries to track each and every Iskios down, but we had succeeded. I’d seen the videos of my ancestor making the decree before the crowded chamber but had never imagined I’d be the one to make this decision.

“We cannot continue. The Balance is off. Without the Iskios to offset us, we won’t exist.” It pained me to say it, but the four Theos around the table nodded in agreement.

Tagu pulled his beard. “Barl, we have anticipated this.”

I was flabbergasted. “You have?”

“Yes. We have a solution.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Thank the Balance. “What is it?”

“We fuse ourselves as we did the Iskios,” Tagu said, eyebrows lifted. His orange eyes shone brighter than normal.

“To what end? Death? What is the difference how we get there?” I asked.

“Come with me. Let me show you the Shandra stones.”

____________

I was tired. The tests had gone on for decades, and my patience was at an end. The Balance was deeply disturbed, and we could see it in the universe around us. Unsuspected black holes opened to swallow peaceful systems. A star went supernova in the middle of a highly populated region, with only one hundred years to attempt a relocation. It was time.

“We will store ourselves in the portals, giving the inhabitants the ability to travel. This is innovation we can pass on. Our energy harnessed. Do you agree, Barl?” Tagu asked. He was wearing down; even though we could live a long life, he’d bypassed the cellular mutation, as had many of our kind.

“What if a greater imbalance arises in the future? Who will there be to save the universe from destruction?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

A young man stepped from behind Tagu and raised his hand. “I will.”

“Ah, yes. Karo here has volunteered to stay behind. He’ll act as a guard. We’ve hidden all traces of ourselves, and we’ve made it so we’ll be all but forgotten. A name whispered on the wind, with nothing solid to remember us by.”

“Then how will they know to search us out?” I asked, wondering if we should call the whole thing off. I saw the portal stone, dull and lifeless, and even though I knew my consciousness wouldn’t be active inside it, the idea of living out eternity inside a stone caused my stomach to spin inside me.

“They’ll seek us out. It is written in the Balance.” Tagu always seemed so sure of himself. He had me buying into his rhetoric even when I didn’t want to believe him.

“Start the process,” I said, feeling the weight of our millions on my shoulders. In the end, we got full support. It was all or nothing, and I cried the night before at the loss. The Theos, my people, were so full of intelligence and life. What kind of universe would allow our existence to be hinged on that of someone as vile as the Iskios? In the end, that was what allowed me to go with peace. I wouldn’t have the Balance of the Iskios to concern myself with any longer.

“Very well. Karo, follow the instructions I’ve left with you. Do not fail our kind,” Tagu said firmly.

“I won’t, Father,” the young man said.

I followed Tagu and touched the Shandra stone.

“We are ready to beam,” Tagu said into a mic. We had vessels full of Theos over each world with a portal. From there, they would be lashed into the stone, powering the portals for eternity. Our vessels were hidden to all sensors and were cloaked from any of the planet’s inhabitants’ eyes.

A tear slipped down my cheek and fell onto the stone, rolling off and onto the ground. I watched it hit the dust, drying up as it did so. Would anyone remember the Theos? Would they find the hidden portals and use them, and speak the praises of the creators?

My thoughts were cut short as light enveloped the room, and I entered the stone.


Twenty-Eight

I fell down and curled into a ball. The images had come quickly, and I could still taste the lips of the young Iskios girl. I could smell the sweat inside the chamber room, and the fear of Barl as he entered the portal stone.

A shadow crossed over me, and I saw a hand appear beside me. “Dean Parker, I have shown you something no one else has ever witnessed. Do you now understand why we did what we did?”

It was much as Sarlun had told me, but the visceral projection unsettled me more than I could have imagined. The Theos had literally sacrificed themselves to the portals in order to obtain Balance. It was awe-inspiring and overwhelmingly sad at the same time: a balance of its own.

I took his hand and let him help me to my feet. “I understand. How do I get Mary back? And how do we stop them?”

“Some thought we would be able to take our physical form once again, but we cannot. Like the Iskios, we need a vessel.”

I cringed, thinking of what he hinted at. “Is that the only way?”

“It would seem so. We will counter their hold on her, and hopefully, their hold on the Unwinding.”

“Come with me. You can be the vessel.”

He shook his head. “I will come with you, but I cannot be the vessel. I am not of sound mind. I’ve been here for too long. Though I don’t look old, my body would not be able to withstand the energy.”

I pictured myself being ripped apart by a force of Theos rushing into me. “And mine would?”

“I’m not sure.”

Great answer. “What choice do I have? Show me how.” I was resigned to letting it happen. Mary had the Iskios controlling her. I could handle this. I’d save her. I scratched at my beard for a moment and waited for Karo to direct me.

“It won’t be easy,” he said.

I asked the rhetorical question: “What’s ever easy?”

He tapped the top of the red crystal with a finger. “You have two choices.”

“What are they?” I asked.

“You can merge with those inside the portal stone here and find Mary, freeing her from the confines of the evil Iskios possessing her.” That sounded good. “Or you travel to each stone and gather every Theos to battle the Unwinding.”

“That will take too long.” I watched my tongue. I knew I had to stop the Unwinding, but selfishly, Mary came first.

“It may. You may be too late to save your Mary and to stop the Unwinding if you delay.”

He made my mind up. “Take me to the Shandra.”

“I warn you. It will not be easy to control them. The Theos are a strong people. They may try to take you over, much like Mary was.” Karo watched me closely, likely trying to gauge my reaction.

“It’s a risk I’ll have to take. But since you said time doesn’t move the same as normal in here, how about another piece of pizza first? I’ll need the energy.”

Karo laughed and clapped me on the back. “I’ll miss having someone around.”

“How does that work? If you aren’t gods, how do you stop time?”

“We don’t. The room just has a field around it that reverses time every millisecond.” This seemed like no big deal to Karo.

“You mean we’re time traveling?” As if I hadn’t been creeped out enough today.

“In a sense, yes.”

Suddenly, the pizza wasn’t so appetizing.

____________

“In order to access the Theos inside, you must use the table, but not like you have been.” Karo showed me how to access another hidden component to it. He explained the order of symbols to enter, ending with the newly found Theos image, which I could now recall, instead of promptly forgetting it like before.

“Show me again, please.” I couldn’t risk screwing this up. I needed to know the process so I could go gather the rest of the Theos after I had Mary back.

Once I was confident I could do it again, on another world’s portal table, he showed me what to do next.

“We must wake them,” Karo said. His voice held a tinge of reverence to it. I’d seen him call Tagu “Father” in the vision, and knew it must be hard for him to stand here, where so many powerful Theos had been infused inside the stone.

I touched the gemstone now. It was larger than any from the other portal sites, perfect in its symmetry. This one was wine red, and it stood as a good symbol for the blood the Theos had sacrificed to do what they thought necessary. I wondered if any of the Balance they spoke of really mattered, but I’d tell Karo whatever it took to get the tools to save Mary.

“Are you okay with this?” I asked the gray-faced ancient alien.

“My father trusted me to know what’s right, and I feel their energy thrumming to be released. They know something is afoot, that the Iskios are back. They want to fight. I can feel it!” His voice rose, and his eye went wide. “Don’t you feel it, human?”

I didn’t, but I nodded along. “How do we wake them?” I thought about Barl and the decisions he had to make. Would I ever be able to sacrifice everyone I knew and loved for the sake of others? I knew I wouldn’t be able to. He was a much stronger being than I. Maybe his way wasn’t right. Maybe you lived with the threat of danger and fought to keep your own safe. In the vision, I’d been inside his skin. I’d felt what he felt, and it was a weight all too familiar to me.

“The code is entered. Take your gloves off. Touch the stone. Feel the Balance. Breathe them in. They will come.” Karo stepped back, and he kept walking as I removed my gloves, feeling the dampness of my nervous sweat on my palms. I wiped them on my pants legs and looked back at my host. He was still moving away, as if fearful of what was about to occur.

“Karo, where are you going?” I asked, worried now.

“Touch it!” His voice was ferocious, and I instantly didn’t trust what I was about to do. Did I have a choice? Was I being tricked again?

I closed my eyes and pictured Mary in the throne room within the crystal pyramid. She stood there, mist pouring into her beautiful eyes. I saw my wife inside there and knew I had to do this. I had to do something, or she was going to be lost forever.

“Touch it, Dean Parker! Breathe the Theos in, and change the universe!” he demanded, and his last words set a trigger off inside me. I pressed my palms to the cool red stone, and light shot out of it. My teeth chattered with an energy force so powerful I nearly fell off my feet.

I took a deep breath, and another, feeling my head go light with each intake of air. I kept doing this until the energy stopped flowing at me. My eyes were still closed, the light too bright to see anything without damaging my retinas.

I could still hear Karo yelling behind me, a sort of crazed encouragement mixed with sobbing.

When I opened my eyes, I was two feet off the ground, a white light emanating from my body like a mist of illumination. I faltered, but instead of falling, I floated to the ground. My arm darted out, and I rotated my hand to see light lifting from my semi-transparent skin. My bones were visible through the hand, and I closed my fist, trying to catch the light.

I felt the same, but altered in a way I couldn’t comprehend, like I was washed away in a river of endless emotions that carried me downstream. Karo was breathing heavily behind me, and I turned to see him staring, tears streaming down his face. “Father?” he asked.

“I’m here,” a voice came from within me, not my own. “Son, thank you for your sacrifice. You have done well.”

Karo stepped closer and fell to his knees, his white locks covering his face as he bent forward. “What was it like, Father?”

“It was nothing. And everything.” I said the words and tried to swallow them away. I blinked hard, willing myself to be in control. I found my own voice. “Karo, there are too many of them.” My heart didn’t race, sweat didn’t pour off my body, but the pressure in my mind was extreme. So many voices trying to shout out at the same time. Everyone wanted to be heard.

Barl came forth; I recognized his emotions as he pushed the others down. “Dean,” I said in his voice. “Focus. You can stay in control, this I know.”

“I’m trying. What can I do?” I asked myself. This must have looked bizarre from the outside.

“You must remember yourself. Your mission, your drive. Focus on it. Stay in control, Dean.” Barl’s energy slowly departed, and I pictured Mary in jeans, her hair in a ponytail, digging out the garden at our home on New Spero. The clamoring Theos stilled, and I helped Karo up from his position on the ground.

“Your father is well. Don’t worry about him. He loves you very much,” I said, and Karo’s eyes firmed up, his lips pursed, as if setting a resolve he hadn’t had a moment ago.

“Thank you, Dean.” He was still looking at me strangely. What did I appear like to him? Was I different?

“You must put one back,” Barl said through me.

“Put one back?” I asked, unsure what he meant.

“The portal must function. Put me back,” he said, and I understood.

“No,” another voice said from inside me. “Let me stay here.” Tagu wanted to go back into the stone. I’d happily return them all at that moment if I knew I didn’t need them. I felt ready to burst with all of them trapped inside me.

“How?” I asked, unsure who I was even asking.

Karo spoke. “Press your palm to the stone and breathe out. Do you recognize my father’s energy now?”

I did. I allowed him to come up from the depth of my mind. You are returned, I said, and touched the stone again, feeling a stream of light leave my body and enter the now pale-rouge stone once again. His reunion had been short-lived.

“Karo, I need to leave,” I said.

He nodded absently. He was still staring at the stone. “You know how to do this now. Repeat this at any portal, but remember, that portal won’t work again after you use it. My father cannot sustain more than one energy transaction on his own. It will be closed after you leave.”

I realized then the final sacrifice his father was making. His last energy would be used to power the Theos portal, and none would return here by the Shandra.

I nodded, still feeling the Theos uneasily within. “Farewell, Karo.”

“Farewell, Dean Parker.”

I hesitated. “Karo, why stay here? Come with me. I have somewhere you might enjoy. They’ll keep your identity a secret. They never need to know.”

He looked ready to dismiss my idea, but surprisingly, he stalled. “What would I do?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. You could live a life. For yourself, not built on sacrifice and duty. You could live a life you want.”

“I don’t know if I’m suited for something like that.”

I felt the tug of the Theos telling me this was the right thing. “Come with me.”

“Go with him, Karo,” Barl’s voice projected, and I pushed it back. I couldn’t let them think they could jump into the pilot’s seat any time they wanted.

Karo shifted on his feet before standing up straight. “I’ll go.”

“We can always bring you back if necessary,” I said.

This seemed to solidify his decision.

I moved to the portal table and noticed the lights on it were dim, faded to an outline. I didn’t know where Mary was, or how I could stop her, but I had the first step inside me. I had the power of the Theos. And I knew just where to get the latest news of the Unwinding.

Haven.

I tapped the icon, and Karo and I disappeared from the Theos home world.


Twenty-Nine

Mary watched impassively as the Unwinding continued. Forty planets now, not nearly enough. Vessels flew at her, a whole fleet of nuclear attacks and rail guns, firing at will, hoping to end the vortex, to end her.

None of it worked. The nuclear devices just added to the destructive energy she was wielding. The fools. She let them unleash everything they had before she waved a hand, shooting green energy at the horde of attacking ships. She latched on to them and pulled them into the swirling maw of the vortex, and felt it grow slightly larger.

She let out a laugh before feeling a shift. She screamed now, a pain ripping through her mind. They were gone! It was all their fault, and now they returned? It couldn’t be. The thought repeated in her mind like a mantra. The Theos were back. They were but a glimmer of light in the darkness of her Unwinding, but it was enough to cast doubt somewhere in the depths of her mind.

Another fragment of Mary’s mind thrummed with joy. He’d done it. Dean had brought them back. She tried to take the moment of fear in the Iskios inside her and usurp the invaders, but she was shoved back with a ferocity unlike any before. She cowered inside her mind, hiding in the corners, trying to flee their uncontainable anger.

The Unwinding would continue. A star was close, and with that, she would move on. The galaxy was becoming more populated, and she exalted each life she snuffed out with the vortex.

The small part of the woman hiding away kept hope to herself. She wouldn’t share it with them. It was hers only, hope that Dean could stop what she was doing.

____________

“Dean, I couldn’t tell it was you. You nearly had me sending every armed person on Haven to the portal.” Leslie paced in front of us, eyeing us both suspiciously. “What happened?”

I still hadn’t seen my reflection. What was she so worried about? “I’m fine, Leslie. Meet Karo. He’s a friend of mine.”

She rolled her eyes. “If you won’t tell me what’s going on, I’m not sure I can be of much help.”

We were outside the caves on Haven, alone with Leslie and a transport vessel. “Where’s Terrance?” I asked.

“He’s at home, sleeping. We had some unexpected guests arrive yesterday, spinning some crazy tales.”

“Did it have anything to do with a large destructive energy force?” I asked, smiling at her.

“I should stop being surprised by you. Yes, they did happen to mention that.”

I smiled again, this time for real. I knew this was the right place to come to. The gossip flowed freely here, though a lot of it wasn’t factual. I needed to know where the Iskios were last sighted. Then I’d be off again.

“Where are the others? Slate came here looking for you,” she said.

“When?”

“This morning! He said you were just with them when you got separated. He also asked me to send a message if you showed up.”

I raised a hand, and white mist lifted off it. I tucked the hand into a pocket, but Leslie saw the whole thing. “Don’t do that. They’re in danger. I have to do this alone.”

“Do what?” she asked.

“Don’t tell them where I am. Take us to town, and I’ll talk to you about what’s happening.” I started walking for the transport vessel, and Karo stalked behind me. He was still wearing his cloak but left the hood off to reveal his lengthy white hair and big green eyes.

Leslie watched him suspiciously. She sidled up to me and whispered in my ear, so closely I could feel her hot breath on my cheek. “What have you gotten yourself into?”

“Trust me. I don’t have a choice,” I whispered back, hefting the weight of my borrowed EVA helmet and other supplies from Rivo up on my shoulder. “You’ll understand soon enough.”

“You better not be bringing trouble to our little Haven, Dean.” She looked to Karo, who remained stoic, facing the lander as if he knew he was being spoken about.

____________

“The Jespal system? You’re sure?” I asked.

“That’s what they told us.” Terrance sat across from me at their kitchen table. It felt strange to be going over this information here. Part of me wished I was in a war room somewhere, smelling a freshly polished wood table and pointing at large 3D maps on the walls. This felt too amateur. The whole mission suddenly felt impossible, a task far beyond a simple accountant’s skill set.

I saw my reflection in the glass-doored cabinets along the dining room wall and changed my mind. I wasn’t just Dean Parker any longer. My eyes were now pure white. Light misted out of them on occasion, floating drops of energy. My hands shone, and I’d put my gloves on to hide the fact, but Leslie had already seen it. There was no hiding the Theos’ effect on my body. I wasn’t going to be able to walk the streets any time soon.

“Can you bring up the map?” I asked, and Leslie brought out her tablet. She turned the lights off, and an image of the Jespal system appeared. “And they said it’s all gone? The planets, the star, everything?”

“We didn’t believe them. Thought they must have been lost, or had an error in their coordinates, but if you’re saying Mary did this, then… whoa.” Terrance leaned back in his chair and ran his hands through his dark hair.

I stood up, knocking my chair backwards. Karo was the only one who remained unaffected. “Mary didn’t do it! She’s only the vessel. The Iskios did this!” I yelled.

“Dean, calm down,” Leslie said, lifting a hand in the air and pointing her palm toward me. She was right. Shouting at them wasn’t going to help anything.

I picked the chair up, feeling sheepish as I sat back down in it. “Where’s the neighboring system?”

Leslie zoomed out and showed two options. “They’re probably heading for either of these. This one is far closer.” She focused in on it, and I couldn’t believe my eyes.

“I know that world.” I pointed to a planet fourth from the system’s star. It was the same world we’d met Suma on. What were the odds? Insurmountable.

“How?” Leslie asked me, and Karo studied me closely as I told them the story.

“That was right before we came to see Kareem, and when you came with us to Earth.”

“It almost seems like it was meant to happen, Dean Parker.” Karo spoke for the first time since we’d sat down at the table.

“Maybe, or it’s a fluke. Either way, it changes nothing, except I know where she’s heading now.” Butterflies danced in my stomach. It was time.

I thought about my supplies: a box with some concussion grenades Rivo snuck into the pack, a gun, and the EVA from Garo’s vessel. I felt my pocket, and the familiar circular Shifter was there. I wasn’t sure if it would come to needing it, but I was comforted by its existence.

“We will help you, Dean,” a voice said from my mouth. Damn it. The Theos inside me had been silent since the portal room at their home planet. Leslie and Terrance stared at me, jaws open.

“What the hell was that?” Terrance asked quietly. His mouth hung wide open in shock.

“I may have a few travelers in me right now.”

“As if we couldn’t tell something was off about you. Seeing how you have light escaping your body and your eyes are white and leaking lumens. Who are they?” Leslie asked.

“The Theos.”

“What?” It was Leslie’s turn to stand up. “How? Why?”

“I needed their help.” I explained the Balance as I understood it, and Karo sat quietly, refraining from adding to the story. By the end of my monologue, they were both nervously glancing at Karo, the last remaining living Theos.

“Hello, Karo,” Leslie said, then turned to Terrance and said just loud enough for me to hear, “I wish we’d cleaned up a little more.”

“Hello,” Karo said. “Thank you for taking me in. Do you have any pizza?”

____________

Using the portals felt strange now that I understood how they were powered. If I ended up taking more Theos to help my cause, I’d effectively destroy more portal pathways, and if possible, I didn’t want to end New Spero’s access to Haven.

“Good luck, Dean. Are you sure we can’t help you?” Leslie asked as she gave me a cautious but firm hug. I could tell from her glances that she wasn’t entirely sure the new glowing body was actually me.

“It’s too dangerous. They said the vortex destroyed an entire fleet from the Jespal system. I’ll get her back.” The last was said as much for her as it was for me.

I was in my EVA, and I told myself I was prepared for whatever came my way. In truth, I was terrified. The Theos inside me told me they would help, but I still didn’t know what that meant, and they weren’t handing out answers to my internal monologue.

Karo was with Terrance at the house, and they were trying to figure out a back story for the unique being.

“It’s time,” I said, and Leslie – looking so much like Mae had, only with a short haircut – smiled softly and walked out of the room, leaving me alone with the Theos in my head.

The portal stone lit up as I found the right symbol. I remembered it from that first trip Slate and I had unsuspectingly taken. How things had changed since that day.

It was time, indeed. I pressed the icon and felt the Theos in me talk to those in the stone for a moment before I appeared in another familiar portal room.

“They’re close,” Barl’s voice said through me.

“I know,” I replied. “I can feel them too.”


Thirty

It felt like only yesterday when Slate and I had arrived at the portals on this vacated planet. I hadn’t given much thought to that day since, but now it felt odd. The only reason we even found the portal in the first place was because I was drawn to it. I now understood the Theos had been behind it. They had to be. Barl confirmed this for me. It must have had something to do with what Regnig called me: a Recaster.

“If the stones are powered by you, then why did we need to power up the city block to get the portal reactivated?” I asked in the empty room.

Barl’s voice replied, “You didn’t. You were meant to meet the young Shimmali here.”

Suma. All this time, I was drawn to the portal to meet Suma, and of all places, to the same planet where I’d face the Iskios in their full force. It was too much to be a coincidence. I felt the tugging of the puppet strings and didn’t like the feeling. What else had been done by their volition? The Event? The Kraski attacking us? The Bhlat attacking them, only to get me to this spot at this time?

I didn’t want to know any more than I had to right now, so I let the question sink to nothingness. My stance was blissful ignorance.

I trod down the corridors, walking toward the bridge that would lead me outside. It had been a while, but the lights were still on. It was eerily quiet, just as it had been, with the slightest buzz of power in the walls.

Walking the halls had a sense of finality to it. Not for the first time, I had the feeling I wasn’t going to make it out of this alive, and part of me was all right with that. Mary mattered, the lives of those whom the vortex wanted to devour mattered, but I was just a blip on the radar.

“You are more,” Barl said, probably trying to comfort me. It didn’t work. Instead, I shoved his voice down and kept moving. It wasn’t long before I made it to the doors that would lead outside. I prepared myself for anything and opened it.

It was dark and silent. Lava burned red-hot in the distance: an ocean of doom. Thick clouds hung overhead as they had, and thin forks of lightning shot sideways just past the city lines.

She wasn’t here, but she had to be close. I scanned the skies. The clouds were too dense to see anything beyond.

“Let’s hope this works like she said it would.” Rivo had given me instructions on the suit’s thrusters, but I still wasn’t sure they could get me into orbit. I activated them and was startled at the stream of blue energy that rumbled below my boots. The knees locked, and I lifted off the ground before increasing the output. Struggling to maintain balance, I floated into the air awkwardly at first, but after a few moments of hovering there, I felt more confident.

Before I knew it, I was rising into the sky, higher than the empty skyscrapers of a long-gone race. I still didn’t know who’d lived here and wasn’t sure I’d ever find out. Wind rushed against me as I rose, and I leveled out my body to counter the opposite force.

The light I was containing pushed out, enveloping me in a sphere. They’d created a shield, protecting me from the crackling lightning around me as I flew into the clouds. As I lifted, I saw the powerful lava ocean glow red in the otherwise black night. The clouds thickened as I raced through them, breaching the ceiling of them like a seal from the water. I felt free for the first time in weeks but quickly remembered why I was there, and the weight crashed back onto my shoulders, threatening to spin me out of control.

The energy shield surrounding me glowed brighter as I shakily passed through the world’s atmosphere. My muscles tightened within my EVA, and I struggled to keep my eyes open as the burning white light around me shone like a beacon of hope.

Then all was calm. I eased the thrusters back, feeling the Theos relax their grip around me, and opened my eyes to see the lightning storm below and the red-hot ocean steam in the distant landscape. There was nothing quite like seeing a planet from above but being outside a ship when doing it was more than awe-inspiring; it was terrifying.

Something buzzed on the side of my suit, and I didn’t recall what the sensor was there for. I fumbled my hands to the vibrating section of my flank and found the Locator Clare had made sure was securely clipped in place. In all the rush of finding the Iskios, I’d forgotten about the device linked to Mary’s DNA. Clare had said the range wasn’t great, but here it was, alerting me Mary was near.

She was here! A cross of excitement and fear at what she may have become filled every inch of me as I saw the sensor lines blink on the Locator’s screen. It showed a map, with me blinking red near the planet, and an icon I could only hope was Mary blinking blue at least ten thousand kilometers away. She was getting closer, and fast.

“Here we go,” I said to myself as much as to my passengers and looked away from the world below. I could make out a green object in the distance. Each passing minute saw it getting larger. Mary was here, and she’d brought the Unwinding with her.

How was I going to rush toward this vortex? I’d heard the after-effects of its wake of destruction. It left no room for mercy; it just consumed all life and matter in its path. Would Mary even listen to me? Would she be able to stop it, even if she tried?

I hit the thrusters once again and pushed away from the planet, the Theos’ gifted shield still burning white around me, just enough to see through it with my visor dimmed.

I flew toward the vortex with trepidation. I hated being out in space, and somehow here I was doing it again. The Theos’ voices inside me eased the stress by releasing something to calm my nerves. I wondered if they would take me over, using me as a vessel if they needed to. I assumed they’d do whatever they needed to stop the Unwinding and the Iskios from destroying anyone else.

The planet behind me kept fading further away. I needed to get Mary to the surface, away from the vortex. Another half hour later, it felt like the vortex wasn’t getting as close. She must have stopped pulling it.

My earpiece buzzed. “Well, if it isn’t the mate. We knew you’d come someday. It was inevitable.”

She was near. Where? I spun around, trying to spot her. The icon on my Locator showed the dot right next to mine. “Mary, I know you’re in there. Come with me. I can help you.”

“She’s beyond your help,” Mary said in the Iskios voice she’d used back in the crystal pyramid. “Wait.” The voice grew in pitch. “What is in you? What have you brought to us?”

I heard something else in its voice: fear. “The Theos are back. I’m infused with their energy. We’re going to stop you!” I shouted. “I am Theos!”

She appeared as black mist crept away from her body. It had been hiding her in the blackness of space. The voice that wasn’t hers laughed now. “You are a human, and a pitiful one at that. You are no match for the Iskios. Stay still while we devour the Theos energy and become even more powerful. Yes, you’ve done us a service today. We’ll feed on their life force and they can be part of what they resisted so long ago.”

“I know what happened!” I shouted. Mary was floating toward me. She wasn’t even in an EVA, and as she neared, I saw she was in the same clothing she’d been wearing when I last saw her. I wanted her to get closer. I needed to see she was okay. That the baby was okay.

“What happened?” the Mary-thing asked.

“The Theos. They drove you from their home.”

“Our home!” It cut me off. Mary was closer now, maybe thirty yards away. Her eyes were entirely black, and there was no sign of my wife acknowledging me.

“Then when you didn’t get the point and continued to expand on your horrible violence, they finally dealt with you. It would’ve been much easier if they did what they should have done in the first place.” I was goading them now.

“And what’s that, human?”

“They should have killed every one of you, then and there. Lined you up and ended the monstrosities before you could evolve to…whatever this is.” I pointed beyond Mary at the green swirl in the distance.

“You’re wrong. We should have turned on them and kept our planet. Either way, our destiny is coming to fruition. And now, there’s more life to destroy. More energy. Always more energy.” Mary was close now. She floated ten yards from me. I wanted to go to her but couldn’t. That was a sure way to get killed before being able to stop anything.

Without knowing how or why, I lifted a hand, and a beam of light shot from my fingertips toward Mary. It hit the barrier around her, stopping dead as the black mist absorbed it.

“Nice try. You really do have Theos in you. Because that was weak,” it said through Mary into my earpiece.

The Iskios were trash-talking me. That was new. I lifted both hands, and white energy coursed again, this time not just a dart but a stream. It hit the barrier with ferocity, and Mary screamed. Mist scattered, and she began to fall for a moment. I ceased the flow of energy by closing my fists, not wanting to hurt her out here.

“If you want more of that, come with me!” I shouted, bent my legs, and hit my thrusters. I balanced myself with the rear air thrusts, and soon I was screeching back toward the planet. I didn’t have to look at my Locator to know the blue dot was right on my tail.

“You’re going to regret being born, human,” the voice said, but I didn’t react. I just kept flying.

The Iskios floated Mary behind me, and I found they were a little slower than my suit. It was a hectic journey back to orbit, but I felt relief when I finally did look to see Mary’s blue icon still beeping toward me.

The Unwinding vortex was a speck in the distance. At least that was a positive.

I turned my communications off for a second. “Okay, boys, if you’re going to give me some powers, or whatever you want to call it, now might be the time. Otherwise, we’re kind of screwed.”

Barl’s presence lifted to the forefront of my mind. “Here.” I felt a shift inside me. Pressure moved against my legs and extended to my chest and arms. I didn’t know what it was they’d done, but everything was clearer. A fog was lifted. All the stress, concern, worry, and anxiety I’d been feeling were gone. This was it.

I turned, seeing Mary float closer. My earpiece back on, they spoke again. “What do you think will be the outcome here? Stop fooling around, and we’ll end you quickly.”

“Fair enough. Let’s just do it on the surface. I have a fear of heights.” I spun, shifting my feet over my head. I hit the thrusters again and raced head first toward the surface, this time over the lava ocean instead of into the lightning clouds.

The Iskios-fueled Mary followed me closely as I zoomed toward the surface. Using the thrusters on the suit’s back, I cut the ones on the bottom of the boots and rotated, changing my trajectory. With the confidence given to me by the Theos, I raced low to the ground, under the lightning forks bearing down on the unpopulated city.

I weaved between high-rises and through alleyways as I headed back for the skyscraper I’d emerged from. I had to get to Mary, but how? She seemed so far gone, and the brief interaction hadn’t shown me any sign that she was still inside her own mind. Damn it. I had to… the crystals.

I needed to break the Iskios’ concentration. I recalled the room near the portals where crystals were piled atop one another in a tube: the power source for that building. Perhaps they could break the barrier of Iskios, and I could get through to her again. This time, if she tried to send me home with the wave of a hand, I had the Theos to prevent that.

The building was approaching. I once again changed directions and flew straight up the exterior of the immense vacant high-rise, until I made it to the level I’d come from. I lowered myself down and felt my boots hit the solid surface. I breathed out a sigh of relief as my trek into space came to an end.

Mary floated down on the adjacent building. It was across the street, a lot of air between us, but she felt close enough to touch. I lifted a hand and stretched it out toward her. “Mary, are you in there?”

“Mary is gone. She is a fine vessel, though. As you die, know this. We will take her and the offspring into the final void as we end the Unwinding.” Her mouth moved, but the alien voice sent shivers across my neck.

Inky black mist shot from her hand, straight across the open air. I ducked and rolled away from the blast. It hit the wall behind me, disintegrating the exterior, leaving a hole the size of a beach ball. Another came at me before I could dodge it, but my shield held. I saw the black substance get eaten in the light, and I fired back at her.

The gun Rivo had given me was unslung from my back, and I pulled the trigger, seeing red beams cut through the air toward Mary. I didn’t want to hurt my wife, but I thought they might help disrupt the shield around her. They bounced off uselessly, and I dropped the gun to the ground before shooting more light at her.

It absorbed much the same as before. She leapt across the chasm, landing sure-footed near me. I had to get her to follow me to the crystals. I turned to run, but a lash of black tendrils swung out from her hand and worked through my shield, grabbing my foot. I hit the floor with a thud, and in an instant, she was right above me.

I thought I saw a flicker of my Mary beneath the black eyes, but I was probably just seeing things. “You are ours,” it said, raising both hands toward me.

Black beams hit me, and I screamed in rage. It was primal as the pain racked my body, coursing from my head to my toes. I’d never felt anything quite as excruciating, and I shot back. I willed everything from the silent Theos inside me. They lent me what they could, and Mary was thrown sideways with my last-ditch effort, falling over the side of the balcony. I scrambled over to the ledge. “Mary!” I called, knowing it wouldn’t really be her hearing me yell. Instead of seeing a falling body, she floated back up and fired layer upon layer of black mist at me. She was laughing now, a terrible, demonic noise.

I fought to get up, to do anything, but it was hopeless. They were stronger than I was. I hadn’t harnessed enough Theos for what I needed to do. I would die here at Mary’s hands, with the Unwinding heading toward the planet, ready to suck everything in the system into the maw of the vortex. I’d failed.

“Dean, roll away!” a familiar voice yelled, and I looked up to see Mary stumble backwards, screams flowing out of her in another’s voice.

Suma was beside me, and the anguished cries became louder when the Iskios realized they’d been trapped. Suma held the same device we’d caged the possessed Leonard inside on the crystal world, and Mary bashed the energy field walls with black mist.

My head fell back in exhaustion.


Thirty-One

“The vortex is getting closer. We have to do something,” Slate said. I opened my eyes and tried to blink away the looming headache.

I glanced back to the invisible barrier holding Mary in, and silently expressed my gratitude to my friends, who’d once again come to the rescue and fought by my side.

“What did you fire at her?” I asked. I was sitting down, my back pressed against the wall under the hole Mary had blown open.

“Crystal pellets. Pretty cool, hey?” Slate looked smugly at me. “I remembered the crystals having an effect on Mary when the Padlog dropped stalactites on her, so Clare whipped something up.”

Clare was getting good at whipping things up. I’d have to thank her about a million times, for a start.

“Has she said anything?” I asked.

Slate stared at Mary while he spoke. “The usual. We’re pitiful. All going to die. Blah blah blah.”

“How did you know where I was?” I knew the answer already.

“Leslie. And it’s a good thing she told us.” Slate broke his locked stare at my wife; his eyes were distant behind his helmet’s face shield when he turned to me.

The Unwinding vortex was getting closer, probably being drawn by the trapped Iskios. We had to stop them.

“I’m out of ideas. You’re up.” Slate helped me to my feet, and I groggily stood, holding myself up against the side of the building. “Where’s Suma?”

“She said something about shutting down the drones. Remember those things? I don’t think we want them coming back while we’re sitting out here.”

Suma was always one step ahead. I was grateful they’d come. Otherwise, I’d probably be dead, and Mary would be devouring the world by now.

I knew she was inside there somewhere. But with her trapped behind the energy field, I couldn’t test the crystal theory on her.

“Barl?” I asked, getting a shocked look from Slate.

“What did you call me?” he asked.

There was no reply from the now dormant Theos inside me. All their strength and power seemed to be stunned or gone for good. I shook my head. How could I explain it to him? “Sorry. I should tell you. I found the Theos world.”

His eyes went wide. The Mary-thing got up from her crouched position and walked as far forward in her cage as she could, trying to hear.

“You what?” He sounded incredulous.

“I found them. I’ll explain later. It had something to do with my little blue friend, and a two-foot-tall bird man named Regnig.”

Slate’s eyes stayed wide. “This was on Bazarn?”

“Yes. What did you find?” I asked.

“Here, Natalia discovered this in the library. We were each researching different topics, and she found one on transference into stones. This is what you thought the Theos did?” He handed me a small tablet from a pocket.

I flipped through it. “It’s exactly what they did. That’s how I got them inside me. I transferred their energy.”

“Then you’ll want to see this. Go to page seven.” His voice held an urgency to it.

I did as he requested and couldn’t believe what I was reading. There was no mention of the Theos using this technology, but it was implied. If this worked, I could save Mary. It was all theoretical, according to the readings, but I had no choice.

“Slate, you’ve done it!” I wanted to jump up and down in joy, but I was still light-headed, so a fist pump was all I could muster. “Nat’s getting a big fat kiss when this is over.”

Slate chuckled. “I’m not sure Magnus will approve.”

The whine of the lift carried through the dead air, and Slate grabbed his pulse rifle, getting between me and the elevator. He let the gun slide to his side when Suma’s head popped up, her snout crammed into her facemask. She waved at me, and my heart melted. Here were two of my best friends. Slate, who’d been at my side and saved me countless times, and Suma, the Shimmali girl from a different world, who’d become our newest member. I thought back to the idea that we were all guided to this planet a couple years ago. The three of us discovering the portals that day and Suma’s never-ending curiosity bound our fates together.

As we stood there with Mary caged behind the energy shield, I knew there could have been no other way. The clouds had lightened, and I could see the green swirling energy force, now the size of Earth’s moon in the sky. We had to end this.

“Suma, I know how to fix Mary. We need to bring her to the portal stone.”

____________

The portal room felt familiar, comforting almost, as we trudged into it. The Theos inside me remained silent, and I wondered if that was it for them. Slate said my eyes no longer glowed white, and there was an absence in my fingertips where I’d felt them earlier. I didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.

The stone glowed as we entered the room. When we dragged Mary in, inside her containment cage, it began to flash quickly and angrily, even more so than when we’d brought Leonard to the crystal world portal with the Iskios inside him.

“How’s this going to work?” Suma asked, her tweets and squawks becoming English in my earpiece.

“Essentially, I have to download the life forces inside Mary into the stone.” It was going to be a huge gamble, and I suddenly wished Barl were inside me to guide me. I was putting a lot of faith into the tablet’s readings from the Bazarn library. The idea was sound. If the Theos had been able to put themselves into the stone and have their life force moved out afterwards, then you could potentially do the same with a single identity.

The readings stated that you could theoretically “download” someone near death and insert them into another body. It referred to downloading one’s memories into a clone. This wasn’t quite the same as that.

“Are you sure?” Slate asked. His voice was low as he looked at his friend Mary. Her eyes were steaming black, her lips in a snarl showing teeth.

“You will never save this one. The Unwinding is already too far gone. Mary is dead, and so are you,” the voice inside Mary said.

I couldn’t believe it. I had to try something. I knew my wife was still in there, and I needed to separate her from the Iskios. I found my gaze drifting to the slight bump on her stomach. She couldn’t be more than fourteen weeks. Our baby was inside there. There was no turning back now.

The portal table flashed on and off in warning to the Iskios in the room, but it still functioned as normal as I keyed in the codes Karo had made me memorize. Instead of pulling the Theos out, I’d be putting the Iskios and Mary inside.

I felt my entire body flush in anxiety at the prospect of what we were about to attempt. It was hard to even look at Mary, knowing she was possessed by the Iskios. Her glares and snarls were so alien to her face, it was like looking into a stranger’s eyes.

Suma was scanning through the documents Slate had brought with him, translating them with a plug-in adapter.

“She doesn’t need to touch it to be absorbed. That’s how they worked before. It essentially beams them into it.” The portal table said it was ready.

“Then how do we get it to only lock on to the Iskios? If we can do that, then Mary will be left alone in her body with the baby,” Slate said.

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of that. “That’s it. We need to isolate the Iskios and beam them into it. But how?”

Suma was still reading, but her snout twitched inside her facemask when Slate made the suggestion. She let out a few squawks, which quickly translated. “I have it!”

I rushed over to her side. “What does it say?”

She looked up slowly from the tablet and walked out of the room, waving me to follow. “We have to isolate one of them. But it will involve opening the shield and shooting at her again with the crystal pellets. When one of them mists off, we pull it into Clare’s Locator.”

“The one that told me where Mary was?” I asked.

She nodded.

I didn’t love the idea, but we were left with few choices. I pulled it out of my pocket and passed it to Suma, who quickly went to work programming it.

____________

“Are we ready?” Slate asked, positioning the pellet rifle in the air, aiming at my wife.

“Ready,” I said, and Suma tapped the controls on the shield. We’d spent an hour working out the details in private, away from the prying ears of the Iskios, and we thought it just might work.

Mary’s black eyes went wide as the Iskios controlling her realized the energy shield was down. She raced forward, black mist spilling off her hands. Slate shot fast and firmly, hitting her barrier at chest level. The mist shot out, and Suma ran from behind, tapping the Locator. The mist spread until it grazed the Locator, which glowed orange as Suma broke away. I turned the containment shield back on, and the loose mist sucked back into Mary’s mouth.

“What have you done?” the alien voice asked.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” I answered. “Do we have it?”

Suma smiled at us, and Slate set his gun down. “Got it!”

“Now we need to see if the next step will work.” Suma went to work at the portal table. I was sure glad to have her there; otherwise, I doubted I’d have been able to pull any of this off. Why had I gone alone? My mind had been so focused on getting to Mary, and I’d thought the Theos inside me would have been able to help more. Either way, it had worked out, or was about to work out. I knew it.

She tapped away at the commands for at least fifteen minutes, while Mary spouted out angry death promises toward all three of us. It was getting easier to ignore, especially since I knew it wasn’t her speaking to us. I only hoped she was still in there, undamaged.

“Dean, I think it’s ready. The program didn’t want to be tampered with, but like anything, there’s always a back door open. They were advanced, but a couple of thousand years is a long time for technology. Some of this is actually quite archaic.” Suma’s noises translated, and I laughed at how confident and smart she could be without coming across as smug.

“Then it’s time.” Slate pulled the containment field closer to the stone, his forearms bulging as he dragged along with my wife and her “guests.”

“We’re going to get you back, Mary,” I said, looking her in the eyes. The black mist didn’t dissipate, but for a second, it felt like she heard me.

“You will all die. Everyone will die. Whatever you do here won’t be enough,” the Iskios voice said.

I ignored it and spoke to my wife beyond the mist. “I love you. We’ll be home soon, honey. Our family will be home soon.” I blinked away a forming tear and cleared my throat. “Suma. Let’s do this.”

She tapped a key on the table, and all of our eyes went to Mary as the shield went down. Black mist raced toward me.


Thirty-Two

“Dean, look out!” Slate shouted and dove at me, knocking me to the ground. The mist careened over our bodies and was sucked toward the portal stone. The ink-black blotches appeared to fight the pull momentarily, but their effort was futile. They were sucked toward the stone, stopping for a second on the surface of the gem before being absorbed.

Something thudded to the ground behind us. Mary! I pushed Slate’s heavy form off me and scrambled over to Mary’s limp body.

“Mary, are you okay?” I asked but received no response. She wasn’t in an EVA suit, but Slate and I had been able to breathe here before. It was only outside we needed the respirators. Just to be sure, Slate came over and passed me one of the breathing apparatuses, and I slipped it over her head.

Her chest was rising and falling slowly, which was a good sign. Was Mary still inside? And was she alone? “Mary, you’re going to be okay,” I said.

Suma was looking over from the portal table. “Dean, we have a problem.”

“What is it?” We couldn’t handle more problems at the moment. I only wanted Mary to wake up.

“The portal. It’s dead.”

Without the portal, we had no way of leaving the planet. Oddly enough, I didn’t even care. If Mary was free of the Iskios, that was all that mattered. “We’ll figure it out.”

“I’m going to go check on the Unwinding,” Slate said. “Maybe it’s gone, since the vessel isn’t in their control any longer.”

I hated the casual way he called Mary the vessel but didn’t say anything. I was being oversensitive. “Good call.”

Suma continued to try to work the portal table, with no luck, but as Slate came back into the room a short time later, Mary’s eyes fluttered open.

I’d been through a lot over the last few years, but seeing Mary come to, with no black mist covering the whites of her eyes, had to be the highlight of it all. My heart leapt in my throat, and I broke down then and there. The emotions of the last few weeks came flooding out, and I pulled my helmet off, letting the stale air brush against my wet cheeks.

“Mary, it’s Dean,” I said through choked coughs. She was looking past me, as if her eyes wouldn’t focus on the room around her. “Mary…” My hand touched her cheek, and she finally turned her head, and I saw her pupils dilate as she locked eyes with me.

She tried to speak, but nothing but a low growl emerged from her throat at first. A few more tries, and I made out a single word: “Dean.”

More tears fell, from each of us now. Hers fell down the sides of her face, over her ears and to the ground.

“I can’t begin to tell you how happy I am,” I said, laughing with my tears.

“Are they…?” Mary tried to sit up, her head moving side to side.

“They’re gone. Don’t worry, they’re gone,” I assured her.

Her hands went to her face and over her eyes. She stuck a hand out and gave the tiniest of smiles when she saw no mist attached to any of her appendages. This time, I helped her to sit up, and Slate came and assisted me. She had us lean her against the wall in the portal room. It was silent as Mary glanced around, trying to make sense of what she was seeing.

“What happened?” Mary asked. I set a hand on hers and felt the trembling beneath my palm.

I tried to speak calmly. “We got the Iskios out of you. They won’t be bothering you any longer.”

She was panicked. “Inside me? What are you talking about? The last thing I remember is being in the crystal pyramid with you two. How did Suma get here?”

“You don’t remember anything at all?” Slate asked, crouching down beside Mary.

Mary quickly shook her head from side to side, as if to vehemently deny any recollection at all. “Dean, where are we?”

“On the abandoned world where Slate and I met Suma.”

“Why?” Before I could answer, she threw another question out at me. “How long ago were we at the Theos world?”

I didn’t know how to answer this without worrying her. “First off, it wasn’t the Theos world. It was the Iskios.”

Her eyes went wide. She pulled the respirator off her face and touched her mouth, as if feeling the black mist pouring down her throat. “They were inside me, weren’t they?”

I nodded.

“What did they want? What happened?” Mary’s voice was quieter now, less strained, but her hands were still shaking and her eyes were wet with tears.

“They took you from us. You sent us back to New Spero with some power of theirs. I’m not sure how it worked. The Padlog were there, and they broke the spell momentarily,” I said.

“The Padlog?”

“The insectoids. They’d been following us, tracking us to the world. Their Supreme didn’t give me much for details on their trip, but they were only trying to stop us from unleashing the Unwinding.” I looked up to Slate, who still hadn’t told us what the vortex was doing out there. Had it failed after the vessel was gone? I could barely wait to ask him, and his eyes told me he had something urgent to say.

Mary closed her eyes. “I see them now. They fired above me, and I … I shot them with some black energy. Oh, Dean, what have I done?”

“You didn’t do anything. Not a damn thing!” I yelled the last and took a second to compose myself. “They manipulated us to get us there, and they took you as their vessel. It’s only been a few weeks. I don’t even know how long. Five or six, I think. The days have been a blur.”

“Five weeks!” she yelled out in surprise. I glanced down at her stomach, which she caught, and her hand ran down to her belly. “What is it?”

I leaned over to her, our heads were touching. “The Iskios said you were with child. It was one of the reasons they chose you over me as the True.”

“I’m pregnant? I’d thought there was a chance but hadn’t tested it yet.” Her voice started off strong but cracked as she kept talking. “This is unbelievable.” Tears flowed freely, and I found myself welling up.

I wanted to reprimand her for not telling me, for going on the quest to find the Theos with the possibility, but it wouldn’t accomplish anything good. I bit my tongue, because Mary was here and healthy.

“We’re going to have a baby,” I whispered, and kissed her on the forehead.

“Boss, I hate to break up this moment, but we have some unfinished business,” Slate said.

I broke contact with Mary and turned to him. “What is it?”

“The vortex is still there, and it’s not getting any smaller,” Slate said. “I think it’s still coming for the planet.”

Mary was getting up behind me, and when I went to stop her, she waved me away as she began to stand, using her left hand pressed against the wall for support. “I’m fine. Just a little foggy. What’s the vortex?”

She really had no memory of her last few weeks, and that was probably for the best. “The Unwinding is the energy force of the dead Iskios from the crystal world,” I said. “We went back, and all the color was gone: nothing but clear crystal the whole world over. It’s here now, and from what we’ve heard, it’s devoured entire systems’ worth of ships, moons, planets, and even stars.”

“And…I was the one leading it?” she asked.

“It wasn’t you. It was them using your body.”

Mary’s arms wrapped around herself, as if seeking comfort. “The distinction doesn’t feel as clear for me.”

“What do we do?” Suma spoke for the first time since Mary had come to. “The portal is closed, and we don’t have a ship. The Unwinding is coming to destroy us.” She stood beside Mary, and now it was my wife who put an arm around the small Shimmali girl.

We stood inside the dead portal room, each looking at one another for answers we didn’t have. There had to be a solution, but what was it?

“Let’s go outside. I need a clear perspective.” I let Slate and Suma go ahead and paused to turn to Mary. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

My hands gripped around her tightly, and her head nestled into my neck. “Dean, thank you.”

“For what?”

“For finding me. For getting me back. I don’t know how you managed this, but I can’t wait to hear the story when we’re back home.” She slid her hand into mine, and we walked down the corridors. She looked around, seeing the inside of the building Slate and I regaled in our tales about the place.

“I would have done anything.”

“Is everyone okay?” She was obviously asking about the rest of our friends.

“Yes. Oh, and we now have a robot in our crew.” I smirked as Mary eyed me suspiciously.

“I’ll want to hear that story too.” Her hand went back to her stomach. “Dean, do you think she’s okay?”

“She?” I asked, wondering why she chose a sex.

“I can feel her down there. It might be a boy, but I don’t want to think of her as an it.” It made sense to me.

“I think she will be just fine.” I winked at her, and we made it past the corridors, bridges, and the exterior doors where Suma and Slate stood, propping the door open.

“Look, boss.” Slate pointed toward the sky, where we could make out the swirling vortex even from way down here. The cloud cover was lighter than it had ever been, but winds blew heavily around us as we stepped onto the platform high above the city level.

“Is that it?” Mary asked.

“That’s the Unwinding. The destructive force they’d been waiting a long time to unleash on the universe. We’d hoped that freeing you from their grasp would have been enough to stop it, but evidently, it wasn’t. For all we know, it’ll move without rhyme or reason now.” I stopped talking and watched it a moment longer before speaking. “Or maybe it was programmed by the Iskios that had been inside…” I hesitated, knowing it would sound insensitive. Mary didn’t seem to notice.

“We need to stop it.”

I knew that, but I just wanted to escape it. Then we could get the collective knowledge and power of the Gatekeepers, or the Planetary Alliance I’d heard Rivo’s father mention in passing and let them deal with the problem. Sadly, there was no way around this.

We couldn’t leave the planet, and it was about to be destroyed by the Unwinding.

“I didn’t come here to save you only to have us be eaten by an energy vortex.” I hated the option, but it was the only one we had. All the pressures of the last few years, starting with the moment James was ripped from my living room, to the search for the Theos, then Mary, exhaled with a deep breath.

It was my only possibility.

“Boss, why do you have that look on your face again?” Slate asked, picking up my vibe.

I squinted at Mary. She was so wonderful. Even now, with tangled hair and dirt-stained cheeks, she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on. She was my everything, and she was carrying our child. The irony of my decision pained me to no end.

“Dean, what is it?” Mary asked, grabbing my hands in hers. She felt like home.

I looked away, unable to watch her eyes as I said it. “I know how to stop it. But I think it’s a one-way trip.”


Thirty-Three

“What do you mean, one-way trip?” Mary pointed toward the powerful vortex, high above in space. “How can you stop that?”

I patted the Shifter in my pocket. “Garo Alnod.”

“Who, or what, is a Garo Alnod?” she asked.

Of course, she didn’t know anything about Bazarn, or Rivo and her father. “Without getting into all the details, Garo is one of the wealthiest beings in the universe. One of his companies was trying to create something called a Shifter. You’d be able to transport anything to another dimension.”

“Why would anyone do that?” Mary asked.

“Let’s say your star’s about to go supernova, and you have a system with a hundred billion lifeforms nearby. This would allow you to transport a whole world away. Believe me, I don’t understand the science behind it at all.”

“Okay, well, that makes some sense,” Mary said, probably still wondering what this had to do with me.

“His nemesis, Lom of Pleva, a bad dude who was behind the hybrid creation, wanted the technology for war.”

Mary’s interest was fully piqued. “He created the hybrids? Like Bob and Janine?”

“Yes. The very same.”

“Wow. I’ve missed out on some important things, haven’t I?”

“We’ll get to that. He wants the tech, so Garo sets up for his nemesis to die in a freak accident while Lom was visiting one of his very own mines. Everyone thought he was dead, but Rivo swears he’s not, and he’s coming for Garo and the Shifter.” My hand still rested on the pocket.

“What does this Shifter have to do with our situation?” Slate asked. He didn’t know any of this, since we’d been separated on Bazarn.

“I have it, or one of them. The last true device with the ability to shift something to another dimension, or so Garo claimed. He was freaked out, and I offered to take it from him.” I didn’t know what the others would think.

“You took the Shifter? Is that what that battle on Bazarn was all about? We barely made it out of there alive!” Slate shouted.

Mary raised a hand, taking the conversation back to her. “I’m not even going to ask about Bazarn or the battle there. What are you saying, Dean? You want to use this technology on the Unwinding? Great, let’s do it.”

I didn’t want to say it out loud, but I had to. “I can’t use it from here. I have to be… up there.” I pointed to the vortex.

“What do you mean? Dean, how are you going to get up there?” Suma asked, finally chiming in.

“I’m wearing Garo’s suit. It has built-in thrusters. I’ve already been out there. I goaded the Iskios down to the surface.”

“I was floating around in space this whole time?” Mary asked, her expression saying she found the whole thing unsettling.

There was no point in keeping it from her. “Yes. As far as I know, you were.”

She didn’t comment further on the subject. “Is there any other way?”

“Not unless you can think of anything.” I’d run through options in my mind for the last half hour, but nothing else would work.

“Dean, this is a planet with lots of technology. I bet we can find a ship. Use it to shoot the Shifter into it.” Suma stood straight-backed, proud of her idea.

“The vortex is getting closer by the minute. I don’t think we have much time, and it needs to be tapped manually. Garo showed me how it works, and he was clear about the details.” I brought the compact disc-shaped device out.

Suma stuck her palm out, and I handed it over. She fiddled with it, and I showed her what I knew about the Shifter.

“Here’s where we select the dimension to send it to. How will we choose?” Suma asked.

I hadn’t thought about that quite yet. “There’s no way of knowing what’s there. I mean, even Garo made it sound like theory at this point of their research. It didn’t sound like they’d had anyone return once they dimensionally shifted.”

“We’ll be sending it into another dimension?” Slate asked. “There could be millions or billions of lifeforms on the other side, being sent to their deaths.”

“Or there could be nothing but empty space.” Mary was getting behind me, and that made me grateful for the support.

“Guys, it’s either we get devoured by the thing, and let it continue on until it reaches countless other planets, including New Spero, or we toss it away and let some other parallel universe deal with it. I know where my vote’s going.” I tried to sound confident, but the idea of making it someone else’s problem didn’t sit well with me. My stomach flopped inside.

“The odds of finding a dimension with life are low. I studied a theoretical class on the subject,” Suma said.

“Fine. Let’s say we’re doing this. How do you get to it?” Slate asked, frowning at me. He already knew the answer; it was written all over his face.

“I use the suit, fly up there, use the Shifter and fly into it, taking it with me wherever we’re going.” As soon as I said it, Suma’s hand wrapped around the device as if she intended to keep it away from me.

“Dean, no,” Mary said. “There has to be another way.”

Slate started to undo his own EVA. “Give me the suit. I’ll go.”

“Stop!” I shouted over them. “I’ve made my decision. I’m going. Slate, it’s too small for you. Suma, it’s too big. I’ve already flown in it, and it’s tricky. We can’t risk anyone else doing this.” Mary wouldn’t look me in the eyes.

Suma passed the Shifter over to me. “I’m sorry, Dean.” She turned around and walked away. Slate mopped his mask with a gloved hand and joined her, leaving Mary and me alone.

“Dean,” she said, her voice light, yet heavy with sadness, “maybe we can get away. Suma thinks there could be a ship nearby.”

“Then what? How do we stop it?” I asked.

She refused to look up as tears fell onto her flushed cheeks. “We can find another way, get help.”

“You know that’s not in our cards. I can’t let anyone else deal with it. Just like the Event, or Mae going to the Bhlat, or finding a way to keep everyone we could alive and bringing them to New Spero. We don’t have anyone to do this for us. We never have.” I hugged her close to me.

“What about our baby? She needs you.”

That brought out the tears I’d been trying to hold back. All I’d wanted was a quiet life. I’d become an accountant knowing I could do my work, be my own boss eventually, and watch baseball games on Sunday afternoons. When I met Mary, I wanted nothing more than to have a family and just be on our acreage on New Spero. While we’d had a few months of that over the past couple years, it wasn’t enough. It was just a tease of what could be. Now it would never happen, and I already mourned for the life we couldn’t have together.

“I know…and I need her too. I’m sorry it’s come to this, Mary. If there’s any way I can make it back, I will.” The words were fruitless, said for her sake more than anything. I didn’t think it would be possible.

Storm clouds thickened as if to set the mood for my task, and lightning began to flash across the cityscape once again, leading toward the lava ocean.

“I need more time with you,” Mary said. Her grip on my hand was tight.

The vortex was closer, the wind stronger over the platform on which we stood, high up on the building. “Time is something we don’t have.” After all the fight to get Mary and our baby back, I had to leave.

Change the universe. Kareem’s words echoed in my mind. Was this my task? To save our universe from the Unwinding? Did it all lead to this moment? The Kraski, the hybrids, the Deltra, Patty, Ray, and all the others who’d lost their lives along the way? Was it all so I’d be here with the Shifter in my hand as the Iskios energy vortex threatened everything in the galaxy?

Regnig had called me a Recaster. I had the power to change things. I hadn’t found Mary so she could stay under duress. The vortex was the ultimate stress, and I could change that. I would.

I took my helmet off once again and coughed as the harsh air hit my lungs. I didn’t care. It was worth it. Mary slid her respirator off her face, and our lips met. Her hand pulled me in closer, the moment intimate and raw, lust and love intertwined as we stood there, lightning cracking in the sky around us. Wind gusted heavily, and we ignored it all, and for a short time, there was nothing in the world but the two of us.

Eventually, we broke our contact. Both of us had tear-stained cheeks. “I love you, Mary. I always will.”

“I love you. Come back to us.” She rubbed her belly, and my heart shattered.

I wiped my eyes before getting my helmet back on. I tried to firm my resolve and push it all down. My reservoir was getting full of the pain and angst, but now wasn’t the time to let it out. It was time to save my friends, and most importantly, Mary and our baby.

“Dean…” Slate pointed to the sky, where we could see the large vortex above the world, even through the clouds where we stood. It was closer. That made it time.

“Slate, I can’t begin to say…”

“Then don’t, boss. Just do what you have to do. Finish the mission and come home to us.” He hugged me and fired off a salute.

Suma ran to me, wrapping her short arms around my waist. “What he said.” Her squawks were deeper than normal.

The three of them stood beside one another, watching me as I moved to the edge of the balcony. I checked to make sure the Shifter was ready and tapped on the thrusters. I’d just done this, but the Theos had been inside, guiding and helping me when I needed it. Now it was just me, one human trying to make a difference for many.

This was it. I’d never see them again, and I didn’t even know how to feel about any of it. There was no choice now. I was committed. Much like every other adventure leading me to this point, I was going in head-first, but this was the only time I assumed there was no coming out of it alive. The other times, I’d done what needed to be done, but somehow thought everything would be okay. This was different. It felt…final.

I waved to them where they stood, a handful of yards away, each of them clearly upset. I couldn’t look at them anymore or I’d lose my nerve. I spun and accelerated away, not looking back.

It was one of the hardest things I’d ever done.


Thirty-Four

With less control than before, I raced toward the looming vortex. I was above the clouds, each breath coming quickly as I pushed through the world’s atmosphere. The suit’s built-in energy shield kept me safe as I bucked to and fro crossing into space. I had to straighten using the thrusts on the back of the suit a few times but quickly found the hang of it again.

“Barl?” I asked, hoping something from inside would answer. No one did, but for a moment, I thought I felt a tugging on my mind. “If you’re still there, now would be a good time for some help.”

The vortex was huge now, the swirling mass compiled of emerald green colors, dancing as they moved. If I didn’t know how deadly the thing was, I’d have thought it beautiful.

I kept away from it, seeing small space debris being sucked toward it from a distance. As soon as I got closer, there would likely be no turning back from the power it held. I’d be committed. I looked around, hoping for some sort of intervention from the outside, only there was nothing else near us. I checked the suit’s map, and nothing but the anomaly showed on the sensors.

The world below was quite the sight, and I stared at it momentarily. The red lava was visible even from this distance. Mary and the others were down there with no way of getting home. I could only hope they’d find a way off the vacant rock. Leslie knew where they were and would find a way to get to them. She wouldn’t leave them behind, especially after the portal showed as dead.

The Shifter was tethered to my arm, and I opened it, seeing digits glowing on the screen. These were the coordinates for some other time and place. I wondered if I’d be consumed, or if I’d live long enough to see where we ended up. I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

It locked in on the target. The image of the vortex appeared on the screen now, and the Shifter estimated the size and trajectory. It was now or never.

“Goodbye, Mary,” I said, knowing she wouldn’t hear me. I hit the thrusters on the back of my suit, pushing me slowly toward the center of the vortex. The power of its pull quickly grabbed hold, and I moved smoothly through space directly at it.

The fear that had threatened to overtake me earlier was gone now as I neared my goal.

I was moving faster, directly into the singularity of the vortex. The Shifter was held tightly in my left hand, and it was flashing red. The lock had failed.

“Come on, come on!” I cheered it on, watching it flick from red to green as I got closer to the center. I was moving quickly and almost lost my grip on the device. I was running out of time.

“Work, damn it!” I shouted at the top of my lungs, and it flicked to green, staying there for a second. I hit the button and everything came to a screeching halt. Nothing moved at that split second, and inside I felt the Theos come to life. Barl whispered something to me as they came alive; a brilliant white light shot me away from the vortex and the shifting dimension. The Shifter snapped from my wrist as my neck cracked from the force, and everything turned black.

____________

Everything hurt, and I struggled to open my eyes. When I did, I almost passed out again. I was in space! What happened? It slowly came back to me. The vortex, the Theos spewing from me into the singularity as they pushed me out of danger. I spun around now, using the thrusters on my back, looking for any sign of the massive green energy, but it was gone.

I looked down, expecting to see the planet below, but it wasn’t there either. All I saw was a gray moon a few thousand kilometers away.

“That can’t be good.” If the mass was gone, and so was the planet, that could mean a couple of things. Either the planet had shifted with the Unwinding vortex, or I’d shifted with neither of them. Dread seeped in fast and hard, and I found myself unable to move. Was I in another dimension with nothing but a flying EVA? The Shifter was gone. The Theos were gone. I was alone in empty space.

It was at least ten minutes of me assuming the worst and trying to determine where I was, when I finally noticed the star in the distance. If that was the same star, then I might only have been pushed away a short distance – “short distance” being a relative term in space.

That would put the planet on the other side of the moon that was taking up all my viewing range. Relief inundated me. I hit the thrusters on the bottom of my boots and made for the moon. It took me an hour or so to rise over the moon and finally get a glimpse of what I was looking for. The planet was there. I cried in joy as I sighted it. Even from this far, I could see the lava and clouds. It was perfect.

“I’m coming back, Mary. I’m coming back.”

____________

The suit, as advanced as it was, fed me with some intravenous nutrients as I moved through space. The needle poked my skin, and I could feel the liquid enter my bloodstream. I instantly felt better. Likely there was something healing and rejuvenating in the blend.

I’d been traversing space for a couple of days now, and I could only begin to imagine what was going through Mary’s, Slate’s, and Suma’s heads. I slept sparingly, worried something terrible would occur if my eyes were closed. The suit kept going, though. No fuel gauges beeped, and my oxygen hadn’t depleted. Garo Alnod had the best EVA money could buy.

So many thoughts coursed through my brain in those two days. If I was still in my own universe, would they be waiting for me at the portal’s high-rise? What would our baby look like? Would she, or he, have Mary’s eyes and my hair color? What kind of future could we give a child? Dreams for New Spero lingered after an unfocused daydream session. As much as I’d stuck my head in the sand about our new planet before, seeing that girl on the street before I left had really hit me hard.

There were things we needed to do. It wasn’t always about what was happening out there in space; we had to take care of our own planet first and foremost. I didn’t want to raise a child only to have the same issues that Earth had suffered as they grew older. I wouldn’t let that happen.

Dozens of these topics internally battled back and forth as I flew toward the world where Mary would be mourning my death. Memories of her face kept me going in those two long days, and eventually, I was there above the planet, right where the Iskios’ final attempt at destruction had been a short time ago. There were no signs it had ever existed.

With a spin, I changed trajectory, and raced head-first toward the world below.

____________

The platform I’d left them on was empty, devoid of any evidence of my friends. I ran inside, hoping to catch them staying close by. My legs pumped, the feeling odd after being in space for over two full days. I stumbled as I passed by rooms, checking the inside of each for Mary.

Chiding myself for being foolish, I tapped on my earpiece and scanned for an active line. It scrolled through twice, not discovering any. After finding the portal room empty, I hurried back out to the platform and scanned again. Still nothing.

It was dark out, and I turned the light on my suit. The elevator lift wasn’t there. “They must have taken it down!” I shouted in happiness to myself. Remembering I had the thrusters on the suit, I lowered myself to the surface, a cloud of dust puffing up at my landing.

The same streets we’d trodden through a couple of years ago led me toward the building where we’d started this section of the city’s power again. I don’t know why I went there, other than it was the only place Slate, Suma, and I had visited that first time on the planet.

I scanned for an open line again. This time, a faint signal stretched to my earpiece. “Mary! Slate! Suma! Anybody, come in! It’s Dean!”

Maybe they weren’t there. Conceivably, I’d been blasted to another dimension by the Shifter, and this was an alternate reality.

A response came, a distant whisper in my ear. “Dean…i…n’t be.”

“Mary?”

“Dean!” Her voice came in clear as I crossed the street. Lightning lit the dark road, and a building boomed as one of the forks struck a lightning rod rising ten feet in the air above it.

I ran now, and the signal got stronger. Another lightning flash, and I saw the silhouette of a person a block away. My legs propelled hard and fast as a surge of adrenaline hit me, and I shouted out as I lost balance, skidding forward on the hard ground, coming to a halt.

“What an entrance,” Slate’s voice said in my earpiece. I felt a strong hand turn me over, and I lay there smiling at Mary and Slate, who were leaning over me with concern.

“How?” was all Mary could muster as she knelt beside me. I unlatched my helmet and let it fall to the stony ground.

“Divine intervention.”


Thirty-Five

“Do you think it’ll ever run?” I asked Suma. She’d been in the hangar two days now, with nothing to show for progress.

She let out a series of chirps and tweets, which translated to something about it being a rust bucket.

“That’s a no, then?” I asked with a laugh. She threw a dirty towel at me, and we walked out of the hangar together. It was afternoon, and the storms had eased up the last couple of days. The whirring of an engine approached us. At least we’d been able to salvage some sort of all-terrain vehicle. Slate and Mary were back from an excursion.

The vehicle resembled the rover we used on missions for the Gatekeepers. It sat two, one behind the other, and had large wheels, bringing the height of the unit to about six feet. Slate poured out of the driver’s cockpit with a big smile across his face. He threw off the respirator he was wearing and tossed something to me.

I caught it deftly and regarded it in my hand. It was the shape of an apple.

“As good as the ones from Grandma’s backyard,” Slate said, taking a bite out of another one. Mary came out with a second load.

“Five kilometers from the city. There’s some water and a patch of vegetation on this unforgiving planet. If anything, we’ll have food and water,” Mary said. I went to the vehicle and unloaded a bucket with water, and a crate of similar fruits.

“How do we know it’s edible?” Suma asked.

“We don’t, but I’ve put back about four of these so far, so you can wait and see if I croak, I suppose,” Slate said. His humor was back, and that was a good sign from the big guy.

“They’ll come. Leslie knows where we are,” I said for the tenth time since I’d come back.

The others nodded in agreement.

“I’m going to look for other ships tomorrow. Dean, are you in?” Suma asked. We’d spent the better part of each day scouring for a ship we could use to get off-planet. So far, none had been close to functional.

“I’m in.” Risking it, I took a bite from the piece of fruit Slate had tossed my way. It was tart, and the juices dripped down my chin.

Mary smiled at me before we made our way to our temporary home on the vacant world. “They’ll come,” she said, mirroring my own uncertainty.

Whatever happened, we were together. We were survivors.
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ONE

Rain pelted down to the streets, and as we watched through the window, the roadways grew deep puddles. We were perched on the second floor of a squat building, overtop of a mechanic shop, and we were all growing tired of the endless downpour.

“Is it ever going to stop?” Mary asked. We’d made bunks of the offices, each personalized with things we’d found around the city. We were now sitting in what we called our living space, where floor-to-ceiling windows allowed us to see outside even when conditions weren’t ideal.

“I don’t think so,” Slate offered. “For a world with a lava ocean, where does the precipitation even come from?”

Suma was perched on a chair, and she wiggled her short legs back and forth, her feet not quite able to touch the ground. “There has to be a large source of water other than the small sources we’ve found out there.” She said the words in a mixture of English and Shimmali. Our translators were turned off, but we’d spent the last three months trying to learn each other’s languages, since we didn’t have much else to do.

“Should we try to find it?” I asked. “We haven’t been able to get a vessel to function. Maybe we should just leave the city.”

Mary was beside me on the couch. Some things were universal no matter what race we came across. She leaned back, sighed, and rubbed her ever-expanding belly. “Is it a good time to go exploring? I think we need to hunker down, hope the rain stops, and keep working on the ships.”

“I agree,” Slate said. “There’s still a lot of the city we haven’t explored. Who knows what we’ll find?”

“Hopefully an engine with a technology familiar to me. Whoever these people were, they did things their own way.” Suma slipped off her chair and went to the window to stare at the ceaseless rain.

We knew enough about the race that had abandoned their world, but we didn’t know where they’d run to. After spending three months here, I was beginning to understand why they left. When it wasn’t gusting wind or firing electrical storms at the city, it was raining for weeks at a time.

I set a hand on Mary’s leg and gave it a light squeeze. “You’re right. We’ll keep working on the ships. How are you feeling?” I asked her quietly, not wanting to mention the bags that had begun to grow under her eyes. I knew she hadn’t been sleeping well, and often woke to her screaming out in her sleep. She wouldn’t admit it, but I thought she was having nightmares fueled by her time under the Iskios’ control.

“I’m fine. As worried as I am about the baby, I want her to come out already.” Mary closed her eyes, and no one spoke for a few minutes. The sound of the rain hitting the glass was the only noise in the room.

Slate stood, rushing to the window. “What was that?”

Mary’s eyes darted open, and I got up to stand beside my large friend. “What did you see?” I asked.

He pointed to the east. “I saw something flash over there.”

“More lightning, probably,” I said.

He shook his head. “No. This was different.”

We watched for a few moments, and I saw it too this time. “There!” I called, pointing a little more south. It was a circle of light, the kind made from a ship’s searchlight. “Someone’s here.”

Suma finished the thought. “And they’re looking for us.”

Mary was beside me, her eyes wide. “Maybe it’s our people,” she said hopefully.

“Maybe not. We can’t take the chance right now.” Slate gripped a pulse rifle in his hand. I had no idea where it had been stashed, but it had to be somewhere close. I was glad someone was always ready and alert. I’d grown a little complacent in my time on this planet.

Part of me had actually enjoyed being stranded, because I was with Mary, and Slate and Suma were some of the best company I could have asked for. We were living like Robinson Crusoe on an alien world, with no one to bother us. Nobody to save from extinction, no threats to our lives other than dealing with our own basic day-to-day survival. Food. Shelter. Water. The lights we saw were a compromise to that new life, one way or another. If it was our people, I was glad to go home to New Spero, but I knew my life would never again be like the last three months.

“We have to get a closer look,” I said. “Suma, is there any way they can detect us?”

Suma looked thoughtful, concern etched over her forehead, and her snout twitched as she considered my question. “I don’t think so. If they have technology similar to that on Shimmal and New Spero, then they can’t pick up the small frequencies we may be emitting with, say, our pulse rifles or comm devices.”

“Suma, can you stay here with Mary? Slate and I will run point on this.” I started toward the door, where I could get my EVA on. It would keep me warm and dry in the downpour.

Mary got up and advanced toward me. “Where do you think you’re going?” I asked her.

“With you. I don’t want to sit around helplessly.” Mary started to put her jumpsuit on and nearly screamed when it didn’t zip up over her baby bump.

I touched her hand, and she pulled it back. “I’ve done nothing but wait around for three months now, and I’m getting tired of it,” she said. “I know you’re having fun here on desolate-city-world, but I’m about to have a baby, and I want to go home. If this is our people coming to get us, I want to be there.”

“Mary, I’m all for that, but they could be hostile,” Slate said, stepping into a fight he wasn’t invited to. I was still glad he did.

Mary looked from Slate to me and sighed, stepping out of the undersized jumpsuit. “Fine. Be careful, okay?”

“We will.” I grabbed my earpiece and passed Mary hers. “This way, it’s like you’re with me.”

In the last few months, Mary and I had remained close. At first I hadn’t let her out of my sight, worried she’d disappear again. I wouldn’t let that happen. Eventually, I started to try to give her space, and now it was her turn to make sure we didn’t get too far apart.

Mary accepted the earpiece and placed it in, giving me a half-hearted smile as she did so.

“Suma, can you still see them searching out there?” Slate asked, clasping his EVA helmet on. The air was breathable here, but we always used oxygen when performing laborious tasks.

Suma stared out the window across the room and pointed to the east. “It looks like they’re doing a short pattern. Down a few blocks, then over one and down again. They don’t want to miss an inch.”

I nodded, scratching at my unruly beard before clasping my own helmet on. Slate passed me a pulse rifle, and I clipped it to my back. “We’re just going to survey the situation, report back, and analyze.” I looked to Mary, who seemed concerned, her hand resting on her belly.

“Come on, boss. Let’s go.”

A few minutes later, we were down the stairs and onto the street. Cold rain barraged us and everything in its path as we jogged along the buildings on the side of the street.

“Let’s head east, but past the line they’re following. That way, we can see them from a block away before they have a chance of spotting us,” I said, hoping my logic was sound. We turned north and ran two blocks, before heading east once again. This part of the city was full of shorter buildings, the odd high-rise scattered among them. Over here, the tall ones were residences. I’d spent countless days searching through the ancient civilization’s homes, trying to get a sense of who they were and what they’d fled.

The videos we’d found suggested it was the never-ending storms and the lava that had caused them to run from the world we now knew to be named Sterona, but after being here all this time ourselves, we found they likely could have stayed. Unless there was something we were missing.

It was still daytime, but the dense black cloud cover made it darker than normal. Lightning flashed, and thunder followed behind as we kept moving down the vacant streets.

“Up there.” Slate pointed a few city blocks over, where a bright search light shone down while an alien lander roamed the skies above the buildings.

“Do you recognize it?” I asked, trying to recall if I’d ever seen one like it. I used the zoom on my visor, and a green grid appeared as I followed the lander. I tapped my arm console and snapped a few images of it. It was boxy and larger than I’d originally thought. Our landers were small transport vessels, but this looked like it could house two dozen people.

“A dropship?” Slate asked, mirroring my own thoughts. “It could be full of some race’s military. We don’t have the ammunition to take on an invasion, boss.”

“You’re right. Let’s stick around and see if we can learn anything else.” I leaned back, covered by a derelict restaurant’s awning. Maybe they’d just leave if they didn’t find anything. Or maybe it was our friends, borrowing a ship. There was no way to be sure, and I didn’t want to make a gamble that could cost us our lives. With a baby on the way, I couldn’t make those kinds of rash decisions anymore.

We stood there, rain pelting down to the street before us for at least an hour, watching the dropship wind its way over the city on a systematic path, almost as if a computer program was controlling it.

“Slate, have you noticed that the ship’s on a pattern?” I asked, feeling like I was onto something.

“Yes, it is. I haven’t seen any variance in it. There’s no one at the manual controls on this ship,” he answered, confirming my suspicion. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“How so?”

“It could be a program. Hell, it could be Dubs flying a borrowed ship,” Slate said, referencing W, the robot we’d found on Larsk Two.

“I wish we knew. It’s time to leave this world and get Mary back home, where there are doctors – and our homes.” Suddenly, I was homesick. I’d been playing at surviving this world for three months, but it finally hit me. Home. Without the portal working, it seemed so far away.

“Me too.” Slate looked to the sky. He was fiercely missing the new woman in his life, Denise.

“Let’s head back. We have enough images. We can see what Suma and Mary think.” It was nice to have a team around me to help make decisions.

We went back the way we’d come, the dropship now past the dwelling where we were holed up. As we made our way inside, water dripped off our suits, and we took them off downstairs in the garage, hanging them up to dry. Slate grabbed his pulse rifle, found mine leaning on the wall, and passed it to me.

“We can’t be too careful,” he said, and I took it, feeling the metal handle dig into my palm.

As much as I wanted to be done with guns, portals and spaceships, I knew I wasn’t. I never would be. We moved upstairs, and I told myself to lift one foot at a time. One foot at a time.


TWO

“I’ve never seen anything like that, but it’s not in my tablet database,” Suma said, scrolling through the images on her handheld device. Her English was nearly perfect, and I was amazed that our vocal cords could even remotely duplicate one another’s speech. Our Shimmali sounded like a herd of cats attacking a bird sanctuary, but she picked up most of it.

“How about the shape? Can you reference that? With the size?” Mary asked, and Suma’s snout straightened as she tried that.

“Nothing exactly the same, but it does look like there’s something similar from a faraway system. We only had the drawings, though, so I could be wrong.” Suma showed us some line art, and it was similar in style.

“Where’s it from?” I asked, feeling like we were about to learn if they were friends or foes.

“It’s blocked!” she exclaimed. “How’s that possible? I’ve never seen it before. The text says ‘encrypted’.”

“That doesn’t bode well for us. Okay, what do we do?” Mary asked.

I shifted in my seat, grabbing a cup of water and drinking it in one big gulp. “We have a couple of choices. Stay put, don’t show ourselves, and wait here until someone we know shows up.”

“Which might be never,” Mary chimed in.

“Correct. Or we flag them down and hope they aren’t here to kill us,” I finished.

Mary leaned as far forward as she could and rested her face on her palms. She was clearly upset, and my arm curled around her, bringing her to rest her head on my shoulder. I kissed the top of her head and whispered to her, “We’ll get home.”

“When? When can I get home?” She shouted the question.

Slate stood, a grim look on his face. “I’ll flag them down. Suma, we have the flares we found last month, right?”

“Yes, but…” Suma started to say.

Slate cut her off. “I’ll go to the other side of the city, fire off some flares, and get their attention. If they’re hostile, then you three will still be safe. If it’s Magnus or Leslie, or anyone else we know, we’ll come for you.”

I wanted to laugh at him, but I could tell he was absolutely serious. “Slate, you can’t do that.”

He shrugged. “I’m tired of being here too, boss. For the first time in my life, I feel like I have a home. Someone to get back to.”

“Then getting yourself killed isn’t the answer,” Mary said. “We wait it out and see what happens. If it is Leslie or Magnus and Natalia, they won’t leave without finding out evidence of us.”

She was right. “We wait and watch,” I said.

Slate sat back down, and nodded. “What I wouldn’t give for a hamburger right now,” he said, grabbing a piece of fruit and biting into it.

“And a beer,” I added. We were all feeling the effects of the local-vegetation diet. Other than the fruit we’d first found, we’d managed some sort of bean and a variety of nuts, giving us a slightly more balanced diet. My own pants were always trying to fall to the ground. It was a good thing we mainly wore the jumpsuits.

We sat into the night, talking about home for the first time in months. Not only mentioning it like it was a destination, but discussing all the things we couldn’t wait to get back to. The conversation led back to Earth and the things we missed from there too. For Slate, it was action movies. Mary missed going to her hometown’s fall carnival when she was a kid, and I missed so many things that I couldn’t keep track.

Suma watched silently, laughing and smiling as we reminisced.

By the time we couldn’t see the ship’s lights in the distance out the far window, we decided to get some sleep. Tomorrow would be another day. Tomorrow might determine our futures.

____________

Dim light shone through the window of our room, and I rolled onto my back, covering my eyes with my arm. Mary made a noise beside me, and I draped myself over her, feeling the warmth radiate off her body in waves.

“Morning,” she said sleepily.

“Morning.” I sat up in bed, swinging my feet to the ground. “I’m going to check on Slate.”

“Okay. I’ll be out soon,” Mary said.

I hopped into my jumpsuit and plodded out into the shared common space. I’d had nightmares that Slate had left us to expose himself to the ship hovering over our city. I was grateful to see the big man still with us.

“Slate. How was your watch?” I asked him. Suma had taken first watch, I took the second, and Slate rounded us out with the last.

“Uneventful.” He was still staring out the window, and I could tell something was weighing on him.

“You almost did it, didn’t you?” I asked, not having to say what it was.

He nodded. “But you were right. I have someone to get back to now. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it.”

“Did you ever think how your dying would affect us, Slate?” I asked him, and he finally turned to me.

“Sure. But if it meant I was the one to roll the dice and get you home safely, then I would,” he said.

“We’ll do this together. Let’s suit up and see what else we can learn today,” I said as Suma emerged from her bedroom. “Suma, we need you to activate the drones this morning. Have them ready to attack if necessary.”

She knew exactly what I meant. The three of us had been attacked by the automated drones the first time we’d hooked power back up to the section of the city holding the portal. It had been a close call, but now, with Suma’s programming skill set, they were under her control. “Will do.”

“I’m coming today,” Mary said from the doorway. “I want to see what we’re looking at. In person.”

I shrugged, knowing I could only talk her out of things for so long. She’d had another bad night, crying out for me and holding her belly. I thought the baby was nearly ready to be born.

After another fruit-filled breakfast and some fresh water, we were all suited up in our EVAs, walking down the street toward the last region where we’d spotted the vessel hovering below the clouds. It was still raining as we went, but the clouds were less dense, more gray than black today, and I felt better for it.

Slate held his pulse pistol, ready to attack, even though we’d seen no sign of any beings on the ground yet. They could have dropped in the night and might even be stalking us now.

A few drones hovered out of view behind us, guided by Suma’s control. The rest were tucked away, ready to attack if needed.

“I see them ahead, boss,” Slate said, his voice ringing in my earpiece.

“Affirmative. I have visual too,” I said, seeing the boxy dropship flying slowly in the same pattern, only over a different section of the city. It took us an hour to get underneath it, hiding behind a commercial high-rise. The rain slowed to a drizzle, and I took it as a good omen.

“Does anyone have a line of sight on it?” Mary asked as we all peered into the sky toward where we’d last seen the ship.

“Negative,” Slate said. He rushed across the street, making himself visible from the air, and I cringed, hoping no one could spot him. For all we knew, they had their own micro-drones hovering around the city too.

“Wait, what’s that?” I said, seeing a form down the block.

“Is that…” Slate started to ask as I used my facemask’s zoom feature on the figure.

I saw it clearly just as Slate stepped from the edge of the sidewalk and into the street. “Slate, no!” I called, but it was too late. The robo-pirate had seen him.

A red beam shot down the street, hitting the ground just in front of Slate as he dove away from us. “What the hell is that?” he asked, getting to his feet as another volley of shots streaked toward him. He was running now, away from us.

“Those appear to be the same model as the pirate robots we told you about!” I called and ushered Suma and Mary around the high-rise, far from the firing guns.

“I take it they’re not friendly?” Slate’s voice asked through my ear. He was panting while he ran. “I’ll lead them away.”

“Them?” I asked.

“They’re coming from every street now. You need to hide. There’s at least ten of the bastards,” Slate said, and we could hear the blasts from their guns tearing apart the streets and nearby buildings.

“Suma, get the drones,” I ordered and saw they were already advancing behind the robo-pirates, walking and rolling down the street after Slate.

The ancient drones chased after the robots, targeting them and firing away. We watched on Suma’s arm console as they blasted apart two of the pirates before they realized where the fire was coming from. Once they knew, they turned their attention to the attack from the skies, leaving only three to follow Slate.

“Stay here,” I said, running in the same direction as Slate had gone, but a block over. I looked back, and the two women weren’t where I left them. “Mary, what are you doing?”

“I’m pregnant, but I can still fire a gun. We’ll cut them off on the other end,” Mary said through my earpiece.

“Fine, but take care of each other,” I said, running faster as I heard more pulse fire from the adjacent block. “Slate, where are you?” I hadn’t heard his voice in a while and was beginning to worry.

“I’m here,” he whispered. “Damn it, they have me surrounded.”

“I’m coming.” I slowed, rounding the corner to see a group of five robots heading down the next block. “Suma, what’s our status on the drones?”

“They’re coming. ETA two minutes,” Suma said.

I wasn’t sure we had two minutes. “I’m going in.”

My heart was racing, and an alert appeared on my visor, warning me of the spike in my heart rate. I dismissed it with a tap on the console and took a deep breath. Slate needed me.

I fired toward the robots. “Over here, you freaks,” I said, remembering Rivo’s captors, especially the one with skin hanging over his twisted metal face.

As they turned, I fired at will, striking the lead robot in the chest. It didn’t drop, so I made a head shot, sending sparks flying as it blew apart. I ran across the alley, rolling as the barrage of fire came back toward me. Slate was shooting at them from the other end, so we had to be careful not to get caught in each other’s crossfire.

“How many are down?” I asked, peering around the corner of a wall.

“Three down, four to go,” Slate said. I saw beams cutting through the air and ran from my cover, heading for the alley they had Slate blocked into.

I fired at one’s back, striking it perfectly. It fell, but I kept shooting. Two of them emerged from the shadows of the side road behind me and fired. I ducked and rolled, their blasts narrowly missing me as the ground tore open.

“The drones are coming,” Suma said through the channel, and I hoped they were quick enough. I ran toward Slate, who was hiding at the far end of the blocked alleyway. Ancient trash bins lined the streets here, full of metallic waste; anything organic had decayed a thousand years prior.

“We stand together, boss.” Slate stuck a fist out, and I bumped it, breathing heavily.

“Let’s hope the drones do our work for us.” I leaned against the wall. Everything went quiet as the pirates’ fire ceased. All I could hear was my own breath, and I strained to listen down the alley.

I heard substantial footsteps, and the whirring of the robo-pirates’ rollers. “They’re coming,” I whispered, pointing in their direction.

Slate nodded, gripping his rifle and moving into position. He pointed right and then to himself, then left and to me. I understood what he meant. I’d duck and shoot the left ones, while he took high and right.

His fingers shot into the air. One. Two. Three.

We moved into the open and fired away just as the drones appeared above our attackers. The pirates didn’t stand a chance. They were torn apart before they had a chance to target either of us.

“Yes!” Slate yelled, pumping his fist in the air. “Take that, robot demons! You think you can come to our world and win? I don’t think so!”

We were cheering and hugging in the alley when Mary’s voice cut over the line. “Guys, I hate to break this up, but you might want to come over here.”

Her tone was no nonsense, with a hint of fear laced into it.

I checked my arm console and saw their blips faintly glowing a couple blocks away. “Come on,” I said to Slate, and we ran for them.

I scanned over the broken pieces of the robots as we hurried around them. I noticed the symbol stamped onto them: a triangle in a circle, two wavy lines in the center. It was the same image I’d seen on the pirate ship where I’d found Rivo. It was from one of Lom of Pleva’s companies.

If Slate recalled me mentioning it, he didn’t seem to notice, and we kept moving, heading for our friends’ position. We saw them soon enough, backs pressed against a wall.

“What is it?” I asked, close enough for them to spot us now. I didn’t need to wait for the answer. Around the corner was the dropship. Its doors were wide open, empty. Another ship was lowering, then another. The first landed a block away, and the doors hissed open. Even from where we stood, watching from a concealed spot, I could hear the whirring of the robots come to life.

The second ship from the sky landed, and the same thing happened. A few dozen of the robots descended as the doors lurched open.

“We’re screwed,” Slate said.

“We have to get out of here,” I whispered, taking one last peek while the others began to move. One of the robots turned to look toward me, and I ran.


THREE

“Where do the drones put them?” I asked. We had a dozen drones trying to stay hidden, feeding us locations of the invading robot pirate army. We were lucky to have escaped unscathed.

“Every sector of the city. We’re technically surrounded now, but I think we can distract them enough, giving us time to carve a path toward the outside of the metropolis,” Mary said, eyeing the cameras on the tablet.

I walked around the room, trying to see if we’d left anything useful behind. I hated to leave the security of our sanctuary, but with the invaders, we weren’t safe anywhere anymore.

“Let’s do it. Suma, how’s the rover?” I asked the young Shimmali girl.

She smiled. “Right as rain,” she said, reminding me it had started pouring again. My good omen from earlier had been proven wrong, and now it was mocking me with even more precipitation.

“You’re getting good at these terrible human puns, Suma,” I said, and she smiled wider. “How can you be so happy? We’re being hunted by robots.”

“It’s better than sitting around wondering if someone’s going to rescue you. If this Lom guy knows where we are, then so does Magnus.”

I wondered at that. How could it have taken our people so long to get here? And just how had this mysterious Lom of Pleva tracked us down first? It didn’t add up, but we couldn’t sit around contemplating it. We had to leave the city.

Slate came back into the room. “Rover’s loaded with everything I could fit. It’s going to be a tight fit. It usually seats two, but we can make it work. I figured Mary can drive. Dean, you and Suma will cozy up in the back seat, and I’ll hang on for dear life. Think of me as a turret on top of the vehicle.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at him. “Is there no way for us all to fit inside?”

“Not with our suits on, and the supplies. Don’t worry about it. I’ve had worse jobs.” Slate helped Mary up off the couch, and there we stood, each looking around the room we’d called home for the last few months.

“Everything must come to an end at some point,” Mary said. “Who’s up for a vacation in the country?”

We all raised our hands.

Ten minutes later, we were stacked inside the rover as the large tires started to rotate, pulling us from the cover of the garage.

“Now, Suma,” I said, and she used the tablet to direct the drones toward the explosive we’d thrown together. Once they targeted the cylinder and fired, we heard then felt the rumbling from our seats, and the plume of smoke rose high into the sky. That would keep their attention for a while.

We waited, watching the feeds from the other nearby drones, until our pathway was cleared.

“Gun it, Mary!” I called and was pushed back into my seat, Suma pressing tightly against me from her perch on my lap.

I peered around Suma’s head, watching through the windshield as we raced down the streets. Buildings zoomed past us as we sprinted through the cityscape.

“Suma?” Mary asked from the driver’s seat in front of us.

“Drones aren’t showing any robot movement this way,” Suma announced confidently.

“Slate, all good?” I asked into my mic.

“Glad I’m strapped on here; otherwise, you’d have lost me five blocks ago. All good.” Slate sounded like he was having fun.

Everything was going to plan. We neared the edge of the city some time later, still not having seen signs of any robo-pirates.

We’d been to this area a few times, and I knew that in a couple more city blocks, we’d be exiting into the countryside where, to our surprise, there was green grass, vegetation, and water. There were homes here, likely a suburb of the ancient race. It was almost like estate living, with old metal fences separating the structures. Some were built out of stone, which was rare in this land.

I had the urge to investigate these homes, feeling like there might be more to them than the small apartments in the city center. But we had bigger fish to fry.

“All clear,” Suma said.

“Suma, pull a few drones to follow us. Let’s leave some high over the city, and a couple along this border, to see if anyone crosses,” I said, and Suma set to tapping on the tablet.

“Mary, you know where we’re going?” I asked.

She didn’t reply.

“Mary? Everything good?” I asked again, worry carved in my voice now.

“Dean, I think I’m having a contraction.”

____________

Two hours later, we pulled over under a thick copse of trees. The dense underbrush would keep us hidden from prying eyes, or drones and ships searching from above. The trip had been frantic, Mary refusing to stop the vehicle to trade positions.

My door hissed open and I ran to the front, opening Mary’s door by the manual handle. She smiled sweetly at me and took my offered hand. “I’m sorry, Dean, but there was no chance we could fit any other way. Suma wasn’t going to want to squish up to a woman in labor, and you and I couldn’t fit in one seat.”

She was right, and I fought the urge to argue. We were going to have a baby. We’d been as prepared for this as we could and had gathered what little supplies we were able to muster. None of it seemed like enough at that moment.

Slate was beside us, untethering himself from the rover. “I’ll get the tents set up. Suma, can you give me a hand?”

Suma nodded, leaving us alone.

“We can do this,” I said quietly to Mary, our heads close together.

“What choice do we have?” she asked before grimacing through a contraction. She let out a groan, squeezing my hand in the process.

“Stay here, and we’ll get everything set up,” I said, unsure what that even meant. We’d been through so much, but the idea of delivering my own baby on this deserted planet was the most frightening thing yet.

I left her there and assisted Slate and Suma as they erected our shelters. We’d found and salvaged some supplies from the city. These tents were a large cabin style, with a peaked roof and ample room inside, giving a bedroom separate from living space. The fabric was thick, insulated, and the poles dense and heavy. They would make near-permanent homes for as long as we needed.

I tried to shake off my exhaustion and anger. We should be at our real home. The only way to free Mary was to kill the portal, so we’d had no choice, but I still felt like I’d failed her.

“Boss, has her water broken?” Slate asked.

“No, not yet,” I said.

“Then this might be a false alarm. I’ve seen it before. It’s called Braxton-Hicks, I think. What?” he asked, after getting some strange stares directed at him. “My aunt was a nurse.”

“You think it’s only some unwelcome discomfort?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I’m just saying there’s a chance. She should have another month, right?”

“Three weeks, we think, but who knows for sure?” I tested the doorway, which had a seal similar to Velcro, but much stronger. The two materials touched and acted as a closure. Clare would love to see it.

“Dean!” Suma called.

“What is it? Mary?” I asked, running for the rover.

Suma shook her head, her snout twitching inside her EVA helmet. “Look,” she said and pointed at the tablet.

We saw two of the dropships crossing under the drones we’d set to watch the city boundaries. They were heading straight for us.

“This isn’t good.”

“Do we keep going?” Suma asked.

Slate already had his gun in hand.

I looked around our bare camp, and to Mary, who was clutching a blanket and watching us with wide eyes.

“Suma, call all the attack drones. Get them here fast, then take Mary farther in the rover. We’ll make our stand here.” I tried not to make eye contact with Mary but couldn’t help it. I expected her to fight me on this, but she just nodded as tears streamed down her face.

____________

“We’ll stay in contact,” I said, kissing her forehead. “Magnus, Leslie, and I took down a ship full of them a few months ago, and then we did the same with the squadron on the ground just yesterday. We’ll survive this attack, like all the rest before it.”

“I know, Dean. I know. Be careful,” Mary said.

I squeezed her hand. “I’ll be with you soon.” I shut the rear door and walked to the front of the rover. “Suma, take care of her. Whatever happens, you take care of her.” I said the words more harshly than I intended, but Suma took it with grace.

“I will,” she said in Shimmali, and I understood the words.

Slate and I stood there watching the rover drive off. When it was out of sight, we dragged the tent into an opening in the trees, so it could be seen from above.

Slate patted me on the shoulder and headed for the treeline. “Come on, let’s get into position.”

“How many do you think they’re sending?” I asked.

“Probably all of them. I’d say two or three dozen at least,” Slate answered.

That was a lot. Far more than I wanted to stand and fight here in the trees. I wished we had more time to prepare. We could have made some traps. The wheeled robots weren’t ideal in rough terrain.

Soon I could make out the hum of the ships’ engines as they neared our position. Once again, it had all come to this: isolated on an empty world, with robots attacking. Leonard would have a fun time drawing this comic issue if he ever learned our fate.

The ships landed right where we expected, in the opening near the tent. We were at higher ground here and watched the dropships touch down on the ground, the doors clinking open. Dozens of the robots piled out, weapons ready and pointed toward the tent. Simultaneously, each of their guns began to fire at the structure, tearing it to pieces in seconds.

Then the drones attacked. We had twenty or so left, and they surrounded the robots from the air, firing beams down like rain. The robots rolled and ran toward the ships, shooting up at the drones as they went.

Slate took this as the time to attack. He ran forward, rifle raised, and I followed him, pulling my trigger and sending beams at the unsuspecting targets. We hit a few, but they were getting the better of our drones now. Only a few robots were on the ground, immobilized, and I saw no more than a handful of drones still firing from the sky.

Slate ran for the treeline to the right, and I went left, shooting wildly as we crossed the opening. I pressed my back against a tall, wide, smooth tree trunk. Then there was silence. The drones had all been destroyed, along with my hope of making it out of here alive. With a quick glance, I saw twenty or so of the robots gathering. At least a dozen were still on the ground, sparks shooting from a few of them.

“Any ideas?” I asked through my helmet mic.

“None that don’t involve me going berserker mode on these bags of bolts,” came Slate’s reply.

“Go the long way around, cutting back into the forest. We’ll meet a mile north of here,” I said.

“Okay, I’m on…” Slate’s voice cut out, and I slid around the tree, palm on it now as I looked toward his position.

“Slate?” I asked and got a mangled message in reply. There was an issue with our mics and earpieces.

Before I could react, a shock coursed through me. I fell to the ground to see a robot leaning over me, blue energy crackling at the end of a metallic rod.


FOUR

I opened my eyes and surveyed my situation with a strange detachment. My body ached, and my toes and fingertips were numb. I was standing and felt chafing at my ankles and wrists. I was inside one of the buildings in the city. I recognized the vanished alien construction. The robots had captured and shackled me in this dim room. There was a small window across the space, water seeping through it onto the floor.

I tugged on my arms, but the restraints were too strong to break. I could only hope Mary and Suma had gotten away. And Slate. If he’d seen me taken, there was no way he would have gone quietly. He probably ran at them, guns blazing.

“Mary? Suma? Slate?” I tried each name in my mic but received no response.

It was at least an hour later that I heard the whirring of a robot coming toward the room. I braced myself. I’d seen how cruel they were. I remembered Rivo on death’s doorstep, her tattered clothing hanging from her emaciated blue body.

The robot that entered the space was disfigured, like the rest of them. This one had two legs instead of wheels, and it methodically stepped over to me. Its body was a thick metal armor, its head small in proportion, and two glowing red eyes looked straight at me, with darkness behind them.

“Where is Dean Parker?” it asked in monotone English.

I was taken aback. We hadn’t known whether they were looking for us particularly, but evidently, they were. They were searching for me.

“Never heard of him.” I said the words in Shimmali tweets and squawks. This appeared to confuse the robot, who stood silently, calculating before speaking again.

“Where is Dean Parker?” it asked again, still in my language.

“Look, I’m just visiting. I work hard and get three lousy weeks of vacation a year, and you interrupt it without even saying ‘I’m sorry’.” I felt the zap before I saw the rod in the robot’s grip. Blue energy raced across my skin, and my knees fell weak. My arms jarred as the shackles held my weight.

“Where is Dean Parker?” it asked with the same tone.

I struggled to regain my footing but eventually did. Was there any point in lying to these guys? They already had me. Maybe there was a way to leverage my name, a way to keep myself alive another day. I needed to distract them from searching for Mary. Had she delivered our baby out there in the wilderness, alone with Suma?

I stood as tall as I could, cleared my throat, and said firmly, “I’m Dean Parker.”

The robot lowered the energy rod, turned around, and plodded out of the room, the floor shaking slightly with each step. The door shut, and I was once again alone.

When I came to after passing out, someone was standing in the room with me. Its back was turned to me, and it seemed to know I had woken. Maybe it was the light jingle of the chains binding me as I shifted. “The Dean Parker.” It spoke rough English, but clear enough to understand. The being was tall, and I struggled to make out its features in the dim corner of the room.

“I suppose so. Who am I speaking with?” I asked. The robots were one thing, but seeing a sentient being in here with me elevated my distress.

“I’ll ask the questions.” A couple of steps, and the being stopped short of the light carrying in through the window. “Do you ever feel badly about the things you’ve done?”

I took a second to consider the question. “Every damn day.”

It paused, as if not expecting that reply. “Interesting.”

“Not really. I’ve had to do some messed-up things since Earth was attacked, and I’m not proud of many of them. But I’ve done what I had to for my race to survive,” I said, my voice getting heated. Who was it to judge me?

“Do you ever think the ones you’ve fought were only doing what they thought best for their own race to survive?” it asked calmly.

“Sure. I do think it’s always a matter of perspective. Instinctively, we protect our own, and ourselves, before considering the repercussions for others,” I said, wondering why I was stuck in a philosophical debate with this shadowed alien.

“Your logic is sound. I didn’t expect this, Dean Parker,” it said.

“Neither did I. Now can we shake hands and call a truce?” I asked, fishing for its response.

“I don’t think so, Dean Parker. I hereby charge you with the murder of…” The mysterious figure didn’t have a chance to finish its sentence. The far wall of the room ripped from the building with a boom. The being stumbled but kept to the edge of the space.

A ship appeared in the newly-formed opening, and two armored bodies jumped from the top of it, landing on the floor with a thud. They ran for me, blasting my chains loose. They dragged me toward the ship, which had turned around, its rear ramp opened, guiding us to enter.

As we retreated, the whole scenario leaving me in a blur, I glanced to the side of the room, where the figure still stood. I was still, eyes wide, unbelieving.

I recognized its features and nearly fell to my knees. Across its face was a long, horizontal scar. I was half-carried, half-dragged to the ship, and tossed inside. The ramp closed, and I lay on the hard metal floor thinking about what I’d just seen.

It was a Kraski.

____________

“We have to go to them! They’re still out there!” I shouted as the ramp closed and the people in armored suits surrounded me. The largest of them knelt down to me and lifted their visor.

Magnus smiled widely and barked a laugh. “Man, am I glad to see you.”

It was my friends. With everything going on, I truly had no idea who was extracting me from my capture.

I sat up and took his offered hand. “You’re glad to see me? I’m glad to see you!” I hugged the big man, my arms unable to wrap around the thick armored suit.

The other two lifted their visors, and emotions rolled through me. The hybrids, Leslie and Terrance, stepped in, each taking their turn to greet me.

I followed them inside the ship. “Mary’s still out there.”

Terrace shook his head, and I took that for the worst-case scenario. I didn’t know how long I was tied up alone. I’d passed out, and it might have been a day. He must have seen the look on my face, because he quickly explained, “We got her, Dean. She’s okay.”

My knees gave way, but Magnus was there to catch me. “Where is she?” I asked.

“Safe. We’re heading there now.” Leslie started to work on the shackles. We were inside the belly of the ship, and she led me down a basic corridor, then down some steps.

“Is she… is the baby…?” I asked.

Leslie smiled. “Nick’s with her now. He thinks everything’s going to be fine.”

“And Slate?” I asked, hopeful.

Magnus stepped down the last rung and into the engineering room with us. “We haven’t found him yet, Dean.”

Damn it. “We have to go…” I started, but Leslie put a hand up.

“First things first. We’re heading to Mary at the camp now. Come over here, and we’ll cut those off.”

Minutes later, Leslie had finished using a cutting tool to remove the metal bands on my ankles and wrists. I removed the safety glasses and slouched to a lone chair by the desk.

“We need to hydrate you, Dean.” Magnus led the way, and before I knew it, we were in a kitchen, Leslie passing me a water bottle. Unfamiliar beings were walking the halls, and one spoke quickly in a language unknown to me. She was strong-looking, skin as dark as midnight, with what could only be described as built-in armor scaled over her body. When she caught me staring at her, she smiled, showing sharp teeth before going back to her task.

“Whose ship are we on?” I asked, taking a long drink of the water.

“We’ll get to that.” Magnus leaned against the wall. “How did you four survive here so long?”

“We found water and a food source. Not much more to it. We were trying to get a ship functional, but everything here was just too old and worn down,” I said before grabbing another water bottle.

“We’re close to the base,” Leslie said, tapping her earpiece.

I took the lead now, heading back to the cargo bay, where the ramp would lead us to the surface. I felt a slight lurch as the vessel landed, and Terrance was beside me, hitting the ramp release. We walked through a containment field, and onto the lush grass outside.

I generally knew the area. There was a mountain in the distance. We were about forty miles from the lava ocean here, the mountain range directly between our location and the lava.

There was a flurry of activity around me, and I tried to get my bearings. Three large vessels sat on the ground. Each would hold a crew of at least thirty, their markings unfamiliar once again. Sleek and rounded, they reminded me of a peanut: narrow in the center and bulbous on each end. They were black with yellow symbols on the sides, each with a series of letters I couldn’t read. At first, I hadn’t even noticed I was only in a jumpsuit, the EVA taken off by the robots upon my capture.

I hoped Garo Alnod didn’t want his flying suit back; otherwise, he was going to be sorely disappointed.

“Where’s Mary?” I asked, and Leslie led me to the second ship in the field.

I ran behind her, and various aliens parted. Many looked like the woman I’d seen in the kitchen. They moved with the smooth grace I usually associated with a skilled predator.

Leslie took me down a series of corridors, and we climbed upward until we reached a doorway. “In here,” she said, and I hesitantly moved to it, the door sliding open to reveal a medical center.

“Mary.” I rushed to the bedside, where Mary lay sobbing and breathing heavily.

“Good, almost there,” a familiar voice said from behind a surgical mask. He turned, noticing the new person in the room. “Dean Parker, as I live or die. Someone get him suited up.” He winked at me, and I instantly calmed down. Nick knew what he was doing, and if he felt comfortable with how things were going, then I could too.

“Dean! I tried to help you,” Mary said between breaths. “They wouldn’t let me come.” Tears fell from her damp eyes, and I couldn’t help but love her more for it.

“I’m fine,” I said. “How are you?” I asked, but a woman in scrubs stopped me.

“Decontamination, next door,” she said as she pointed with determination.

I nodded. “I’ll be right back.”

It was happening. Mary was safe, and she was giving birth to our baby. My exhausted body felt rejuvenated, and it was nothing compared to what Mary was going through. In a few minutes, I was back in the room, clean and wearing green scrubs.

I ran to Mary’s side, and she was screaming, pushing as per Dr. Nick’s orders. “You got this, Mary. I’m so proud of you.”

“Ahhhhh!” Mary squeezed my hand, and I happily took the pain.

“Almost there,” Nick said from the bottom end of the bed. “One more push.”

Mary cried out, and then a moment of silence until our baby took over. Thin wails carried through the room, and Mary pushed the blankets aside, trying to get a look at our child.

“It’s a girl!” Nick called, and I instantly felt my eyes well up.

With quick and efficient movements, Nick snipped the umbilical cord, and the nurse wiped our baby girl clean before placing her in a small, warm blanket.

Mary was crying, and she stuck her arms out, grasping for the child she’d carried while possessed by the Iskios, then while stranded on this lifeless world.

I helped Mary sit up, and Nick passed the small bundle to Mary’s waiting arms. “Dean, she’s so beautiful.”

She was the perfect specimen, and I took a moment, watching her wiggle her little hands. I cried as I watched Mary interact with our baby. Tears streamed down her face too, and we caught each other’s gaze, locking in for a second before we heard a knock on the door.

The nurse answered it, and Leslie stuck her head in, smiling as she saw Mary with her baby. “It’s Slate. We’ve found where he is, but we’re going to need to extract him, and quickly.”

I looked at Mary, leaning in to kiss her before she said, “Go. Bring him home to us. He needs to meet his goddaughter.”


FIVE

“We tracked into his frequency and found out where he was hiding. The connection was lost shortly after, but we understood enough to know he was underground, not far from where you were taken.” Magnus picked up the lead on the rescue mission, and I was relieved.

We’d elected to use the lander instead of the large ship. Leslie was piloting it, Terrance beside her. One of the aliens, whom I now knew as Rulo, was with us. Her built-in armor impressed me, and when she’d caught me staring, she’d nodded and stuck her arm out. I tapped it and felt the solid impact. She was hairless, had no visible nose, and her eyes reminded me of a snake’s. Otherwise, her silhouette was human, albeit a large one.

“Dean, do you know of a spot like that?” Terrance asked from the front bench.

I tried to think. “There are some visible rocks by the lake there. They had a mineral embedded in them, something that sparkled in the rare times we were there when it wasn’t raining. I bet they go underground. Slate must have found a crack and hidden down there.”

I pointed through the viewscreen, and Leslie took the directions with ease.

“What happened to the robots you came across? The dropships?” I asked.

“All destroyed,” Magnus said quickly.

“And out there?” I pointed up toward space. “Those dropships must have come with a fleet.”

My friend nodded. “They attacked as we came in range. We flanked them and ended the threat.”

I thought to the Kraski’s words, asking if I’d ever felt regret. Magnus looked tired in that moment.

“I understand,” was all I said. Below, the shapes of five robot pirates huddled around a section of rocks, a half mile from the lake.

“Blast them?” Leslie asked.

“No. Slate could be right under the surface. I don’t want our rescue mission turning into a funeral.” Magnus grabbed his pulse rifle and passed me one. “We’re going to the mats on this one.”

The lander lowered, and Magnus opened the door before it landed, jumping the last six feet. We were in the new armor suits, and I was trying to get used to it. For their bulk, they were lightweight. Magnus explained that the suit accentuated our movements, making them easier on our bodies to use. So far, I liked what I saw.

The helmet’s visor was slim, shaded, and details showed up on the heads-up display to the right side. When I looked at Magnus, his suit’s serial number scrolled across, with his name underneath. My name wasn’t programmed into my suit, so I’d only be identified as XA-1927. I liked the ring of it.

Leslie stayed in the lander, ready to cover us with gunfire if necessary. Rulo hopped out, not wearing armor like ours. She held a massive weapon, something like a minigun you’d expect to see mounted to an all-terrain vehicle in battle.

Magnus signaled to follow him and spread out, which we did: Terrance to the far right, me between him and Magnus, and Rulo on the far left, her minigun resting on her shoulder as she smoothly covered the distance.

“Hey! We meet again, you rust-bucket bastards!” Magnus called, using his suit’s external speakers.

The robo-pirates turned red on my HUD, their IDs appearing as unknown enemy models. Either way, there were five of them and four of us, but I felt the odds were with us. When we were sure Slate wasn’t hiding behind them, we were clear to attack.

“Fire at will,” Magnus ordered, and we did. Terrance kept moving, getting closer to their right side; Rulo braced herself and opened fire on the robots. Out flew a series of small pulse beams, glowing strong and yellow. The first barrage hit the lead robot, who’d turned toward us, firing his weapons in our direction. A single beam flew at us as the robot exploded into a million pieces.

The others were shooting now, and I dropped to my knees, firing my pulse rifle recklessly, knowing that if I fired enough beams, they’d be cut down. It was over soon, all five robots destroyed.

Everything was quiet for a moment. The light hum of the lander was all I could hear as we walked toward the rocks.

“Slate!” I called from inside my armor suit. “Slate, it’s clear!”

No response.

Rulo said something, and my suit translated it. “There’s an opening here.”

I ran now, feeling the hydraulic boost from the suit as my legs pumped forward. I was the first to her and saw what she was pointing at. The rocks were large and smooth, a dozen or so twenty-foot-wide gray-black slabs. In the center was a hole, leading into the ground.

With my rifle raised, I stepped over to it and activated my left arm’s light beam. I couldn’t make out much inside, but it looked like a cavern, at least fifteen feet down.

“Slate!” I called again and waited, but there was no response. “We’re sure this is the spot?”

Magnus nodded. “It has to be. Slate was near the water, under the rocks, and this is where the robots had congregated, searching for him. All signs point to this hole.”

“Then we go in,” I said.

“Then we go in,” Magnus repeated. Terrance ran from the lander and had a rope tethered to the vessel. He dropped it into the hole and started to climb down it without hesitation, making it look easy in his armor.

Rulo cut in front of me, flashed me a toothy smile, and jumped down, not even bothering to use the rope.

Magnus looked at me, and I could see his eyes roll even through the tinted visor. “Show-off.”

I went next and found the climb down easy in the suit. A guy could get used to this.

Magnus appeared beside me, and Leslie was standing above, rifle in hand. “I’ll stay here and make sure no one bothers you,” she said.

“We should be right back,” Terrance said, and we took a look around.

The cavern was, as I thought, less than twenty feet deep, but it was wide. From here, it appeared to have four corridors leading away from it, one in each direction. It felt like too many choices.

“Which way do we go?” I asked.

“There are four of us,” Magnus suggested.

“I’ve seen that movie too many times. Friends go spelunking in the caves, and when they get separated, they each get picked off by the monster living underground,” I said.

Terrance stated the obvious. “This isn’t a movie, Dean.”

“I know. This is worse. We live in a universe with ancient god races, wormholes, and bugs addicted to drug pollen. There could be something much worse than a monster down these halls.” I smiled under my helmet, but I didn’t think any of them saw it.

“Dean’s right. We stay in groups of two,” Magnus said, once again taking charge.

“I’ll go with Rulo. Terrance and Dean, why don’t you try that one first?” Magnus showed me how to scroll on my HUD to see the locations of the other armor suits. “This way, we can see where each of us is at all times.”

“I’m liking the suits, Magnus. Where’d we get them?” I asked.

“Our friend Rivo had them shipped to Haven. She thought we might need them.” I could hear the smile behind his words.

“Rivo? You’ve talked with her?” I asked, surprised.

“She was worried about you. They helped in a lot of ways,” Magnus said. I couldn’t wait to catch their whole story. So far, I’d only heard pieces.

“We’ll talk about it later. For now, I need to find our friend and get back to my baby.” I’d been trying not to think about that little pink human bundled in Mary’s arms. The moment she was born, I had to leave her. I vowed to change that. I would be there for her, growing up. I wouldn’t be the father who missed everything because he was out chasing disgruntled aliens.

Magnus and Rulo headed to the opposite end to us and disappeared into the corridors.

“After you,” I said, clapping Terrance on the back.

The hybrid led the way, heading into the entrance to the rocky hallway. It was dark, and we turned on our visors’ infrared function. Everything glowed a soft green in the narrow passageway.

“Where is he? Why wouldn’t he stay in the cavern?” I asked.

“I would have run too if five robots were shooting down at me,” Terrance said.

“They hadn’t fired, though. The ground wasn’t blown to pieces,” I said.

“True. Then I’m not sure. We’ll find him. These tunnels can’t go on forever,” Terrance said, and I didn’t argue with him. The lake was close, so unless the robots had burrowed beneath it, they’d have to recalculate around the body of water.

I looked to my HUD, seeing two blinking green dots showing us where Rulo and Magnus were. Rulo didn’t have a suit on, so I guessed they’d added a beacon to her minigun or somewhere on her body. Their icons were moving smoothly in the opposite direction as us.

“Magnus, you there?” I asked, testing our connection.

“We’re here. Nothing but rock. How about you?” he asked.

“Same. How far before we double back and try the other corridors?” I asked.

“Let’s do another fifteen minutes in, then turn around. Slate wouldn’t have gone that deep. It doesn’t make sense.” Magnus ended the call, and I thought about what he said.

Slate would have stayed close, unless something forced him to leave. This realization sent shivers up my spine.

The tunnels were narrow, but at least eight feet tall, staying consistent in size as we moved through them. I stepped on something and nearly slipped on it.

Terrance stopped and stuck a hand out, keeping me from falling. “What is it?” he asked, and I stepped back. In the infrared light, I could see it for what it was in an instant.

“Animal scat. And a large one at that.” I was grateful I didn’t have to smell it with the armor suit on. It was larger than the cow pies from the neighbor’s fields growing up.

Terrance spoke into his mic. “Magnus, we have a problem. Feces. From a big animal.”

We received no reply. I checked their position and saw they were standing still down in their tunnel. “Magnus, come in.”

For a second, their connection linked, and we heard yelling and pulse fire before it cut out and we lost them.

Without asking Terrance what we should do, I turned and ran back the way we’d come. The suit made running easy, and I booted it as fast as it would allow me to. The walls raced by as I made it into the cavern. With large leaping steps, I wound my way into the corridor they’d entered, heart pumping with every kick of my feet. I scanned to their position on the HUD, seeing I was closing in on them. I was panting by the time I approached, and I kept my back to the wall, trying to see what was happening.

“Magnus, I’m right behind you.” No answer. The gunfire had ceased. Terrance was behind me now, his rifle raised, ready to attack.

I waved a finger forward and crouched low, gun up and steady. What I saw almost made me stop in my tracks. Magnus was on the ground, and he was being dragged down the hall by his feet. Rulo lay in a crumpled heap close by.

Terrance ran to her and carried her back. She was alive, her chest rising and falling slowly.

“Rulo, what happened? What are those?” I asked, and she blinked her eyelids open wide.

“Death. Go hunt...” Her words translated, and I wasn’t sure I grasped what she was suggesting. Were they hunting us, or should I hunt them? She passed out, blood seeping from her cheek where a gash had opened the thick skin.

“We’ll be back for you, Rulo,” I said and moved, trying to get a visual on the creature dragging Magnus down the hall.

We tried to stay silent. It pained me to not go help Magnus at that moment, but as long as they were dragging him, they weren’t attacking, and that was the only solace I had in the situation.

The sound of his suit being carried over the rocky ground ceased, and I could finally see the outline of the creature. It was tall, seven feet if an inch; broad shoulders led to long arms that dragged on the ground when it stood there. I zoomed to its face, which had a wide nose, four nostrils sniffing at the air like a bloodhound. A single beady black eye sat under its nose, its mouth near the top of its head. The creature was something out of a nightmare. Its thin torso made for a narrow target, and it finished off with thick powerful legs and stubby feet.

Terrance’s hand trembled, telling me he’d seen the monster too. It stopped sniffing and grabbed Magnus’ legs again, continuing on down the hall.

We followed for a few minutes, and eventually, it wound into another cavern. More feces littered the halls here, and we waited a few moments after it entered the cave.

The creature appeared to use smell as a hunting technique, and I hoped our suits hid our musk well. We flanked the entrance to the cave, and I peeked inside, my infrared vision allowing me to make out the heat of the creature and Magnus. Only there were at least a dozen heat sources inside, ten of them much larger than those two.

“Slate and Magnus are both in there,” I whispered into my mic. Terrance nodded slowly.

We could hear the animals start to make noises: a sort of pack howl. We didn’t have time to wait. I had an idea.


SIX

Terrance understood what I was suggesting, and we prepped our suits and our minds.

I looked to him across the doorway and counted down with my gloved fingers. Three. I tapped the controls for all of my armor suit’s lighting. Two. Confirm? One. Yes. Tap. We shone like a star in the darkness of the caverns, and ran into the room.

The creatures screamed now, hissing and bellowing their anger at the intrusion. We fired at will, pieces of the slimy black monsters flying everywhere, gore and blood spraying around, covering everything in sight. It was pandemonium, and under it all, Slate and Magnus lay still on the ground.

When we thought they were all dead, Terrance circled the room, and I ran for our downed friends. Magnus was moving now, his armored suit covered in guts.

“What happened?” He sat up and shook his head. Slate was still in his EVA and hadn’t moved yet. Scratches tore through his suit, exposing blood on his skin.

“Slate!” I hopped over Magnus and unclasped Slate’s helmet. I tossed it to the side and held his head in my hands. “Slate, buddy. Talk to me,” I said as I reached for his arm console to check for vitals. It was damaged beyond repair. One of the creatures must have smashed it with an attack.

“Dean…” Magnus said, his voice weak. He was sitting up, looking behind me. “Dean,” he said again, this time a little louder.

“What?” I asked and didn’t wait long to find out what he was going on about. The dark monster raced toward me from the edge of the room, long arms pulled back, and it swung at me hard, knocking me backwards. I flew a few yards and landed hard on my back, my suit taking the brunt of the impact.

I reached for my gun, but it was beside Slate. “Terrance!” I yelled, and the creature was on me, flailing away, its fists repeatedly beating my armor. I rolled my head to the side and saw another one of the monsters attacking Terrance.

A beam ripped through the room and narrowly missed my attacker. “Magnus, I don’t think they can see in the light. He’s fighting blind. Can you distract him from me?”

It was still pummeling away, and I didn’t know how long my armor would last. Another blast hit the ground nearby as I jumped around erratically, trying not to get hit by the pulse rifle.

I rolled, escaping the assault, and aimed all of my lights directly at the angry being. It roared, baring the teeth at the top of its head. It was a horrific sight, but Magnus finally found his aim true and hit the screeching monster in the back. It toppled over as he fired again, and I ran away from the falling body.

Terrance had finished off his assailant and made his way over to our side of the room. “We have to get out of here. Keep the lights on.” We heard more cries coming from deeper in the caves, and my skin crawled.

“Magnus, you okay to walk?” I asked, helping him to his feet.

“Yeah, they caught me off-guard.” He walked toward the exit, limping.

“Help me with Slate,” I said to Terrance, and together we lifted our friend up. We draped his arms over our shoulders and took his weight between us.

More of them roared in the distance, and we hurried our pace as much as Slate’s heavy, limp body would allow us. Magnus stayed behind us, limping along, keeping a gun pointed down the hall. Soon we found Rulo where we’d left her, sitting on the ground, her back to the stone wall and her minigun ready to shoot.

“Come on,” I said to her, and she got up, struggling along with her injuries. Before we knew it, we were back in the main cavern, the rope still hanging down waiting for us.

“Leslie,” I called into my mic.

“I’m here,” she said, peering down. “Everyone okay? I couldn’t get through to you for a while.”

“We were attacked, but we have Slate,” I said, bringing him into the light from outside. “We’re going to need help getting him up.” I pointed to Magnus and Rulo. “And we have a couple of injuries.”

Leslie nodded and returned a few moments later with a large harness. “This was in the lander. Should do the trick.”

We spent a few minutes getting the harness around Slate’s unconscious body, keeping an eye on all four corridor entrances. Those things could run through at any moment, and none of us desired to see them again.

I was the last to climb up, my arms burning by the time I breached above ground. I lay on my back for a second before joining the others at the lander.

“Let’s get Slate to Nick. He needs medical attention.” I looked around, grateful we’d found him but worried we were too late. I was done playing Robinson Crusoe. I wanted to take my wife and baby and go home.

____________

“He’s going to be fine.” Nick came out from the medical room where Mary had been just hours before. She was in crew quarters with the baby and Suma, and I was sitting on the floor in the hall, waiting for word on my buddy.

“Thank God. What’s his condition?” I asked, getting up from my sitting position.

“Concussion. He was banged pretty hard in the head, and he has lacerations on his left thigh and abdomen, but they were shallow. I’ve bandaged him up, and he should be okay in no time. You can go in and see him now,” Nick said and opened the door for me.

“Thanks, Nick.”

“That’s what I’m here for. Glad to be able to help the old crew,” he said, smiling widely.

Slate was on the bed, half sitting, half propped up. He was pale, and with his messy blond hair, he reminded me of a ghost. “How’re you doing, big fella?” I asked, trying to keep my voice light.

“You should see the other guys.” He forced a smile. “I’m assuming. I don’t even know what attacked me.”

“Did you see me get abducted in the forest?” I asked, wondering how he’d gotten underground.

“Yes. I wanted to go after you, but there were too many. The drones had done a good job cutting their numbers down, but it wasn’t enough. When they took you, I tried to go after them, but it was a suicide mission. So I ran.” He looked down, as if ashamed.

“Slate, you have nothing to make excuses for. There were far too many enemies this time,” I said, arms crossed as I stood beside him. I let them fall to my sides.

“A few of them chased me down toward the lake, and when I got to this rocky area and saw a hole, I thought it was my only chance. At first, it was perfect. The robots were there waiting for me and wouldn’t leave. I tried to come up with a plan. I considered collapsing the roof and having the robots fall, hopefully damaging them. Before I could act, I was attacked from behind. I didn’t wake up until Nick was standing over me with a needle.”

He looked frazzled. I stuck a fist out, and he grunted as he lifted his arm to tap it.

“I’m glad you’re okay. We have someone for you to meet when you’re up to it,” I said casually.

“Mary? Did she…is it…” His unfinished questions came quickly.

I smiled like only a recent father could. “The baby girl’s fine… more than fine. She’s happy and healthy, and Mary’s well. I can’t believe I’m a father.”

“What’s her name?” he asked.

I didn’t know. We hadn’t given her one yet. Over the last few months, we’d talked about it a few times, but nothing was set in stone. “I don’t know,” I mumbled.

“You don’t know? Then what are you doing here? Go to her. Be with your family,” Slate said.

“You’re my family too,” I said and saw his eyes begin to well up.

“I need sleep, boss. Your wife and baby need you.” He closed his eyes, and I knew the conversation was over.

“I’ll be back,” I promised.

“I’m glad you’re okay. I want to hear how you escaped them later,” he said, his eyes still closed.

I left him there, glad to have someone so strong and resilient fighting beside me every step of the way.

____________

I wasn’t going to miss the planet. We understood its official name was Sterona, at least according to the readings we’d scrounged up. I preferred to think of it as nameless: an abandoned world we’d thought was vacant of sentient life, until we found the underground creatures.

We lifted in the ships, and I stood on the bridge of our ship, my baby girl in my arms, cooing softly from her warm cocoon of blankets. Rulo was there with more of her kind, running the show, and she nodded her head at me in a sign of acceptance. Everyone was healing from our encounter a couple of days ago, and Rulo looked no worse for the wear. She had a bandage on her cheek and said she would wear the scar as a badge of honor.

The viewscreen showed a lightning storm flashing out over the vacant city we’d called home. This was where Slate and I had first entered the portals; where we’d first met little Suma, and where we’d eventually come back to save Mary from the clutches of the Iskios. I had a lot of memories from here, but I’d be a happy man if I never had to see it again.

“Dean, glad to be going home?” Suma asked, sneaking up beside me.

I put my arm around her and hugged her close. “Yes, Suma, I am. How about you?”

She looked up at me, and then at my baby girl. “Home will be a welcome destination. I look forward to seeing my father.”

“Sarlun must be at his wits’ end, wondering what happened to you. I hope he doesn’t kill me,” I said.

Suma squawked a laugh. “You stopped the universe from being eaten by the Unwinding. I think that awards you a little slack.”

I looked down at my newborn and said grimly, “Not from the love of a father, it doesn’t.”

“Did you name her yet?” Suma asked, and I shook my head. Mary was sleeping, and our schedules hadn’t allowed for a lot of alone time. I knew we’d come to a decision soon.

We stood watching the lava ocean seethe red and hot in the distance, and soon we were lifting into space. From there, I saw the fleet Magnus had mentioned. Four massive ships hung there, and for a second, I had a flash of the Kraski vessels. I closed my eyes to forget the sight, but saw the Kraski with the scar across its face from my capture. What had a Kraski been doing with Lom of Pleva’s robot army?

These vessels were large but rounded, like the landers and other vessels that had come to the surface, yellow and orange over pale gray. Massive thrusters clung to the sides, making them look like disks with two cylinders strapped to them.

“Come on, we need to have a good long talk with the powers that be,” I said, knowing ultimately that title always fell back on my shoulders. That was going to change now. Mary and I had been through enough. It was time for a break.

The ships we were in entered the fleet vessel’s hangar, and we passed through the containment barrier before touching down on the floor inside.

“See you out there,” I said to Suma, and went down the halls to find the crew quarters. Inside, Mary was awake, and already dressed.

“There are my two favorite beings in the universe,” she said, coming over to take the baby from my arms.

“We need to name her. I can’t keep thinking of her as ‘baby’,” I said.

“I know. I was thinking about Jules. It was my grandmother’s name, and well, kind of fitting, don’t you think?” Mary looked down at our baby girl, who was sleeping softly in her arms. She ran a hand over Jules’ small head, which had a few whispers of thin dark hair flattened on it.

“I love it, Mary.” I moved beside them. “Hello, Jules. I’m your dad.” She didn’t seem to care right now. “We’re inside one of the fleet ships. We can finally learn what happened while we were gone. I’m curious to see how it all transpired.”

Mary didn’t look up from Jules. “I’m glad they found us, and that she’s okay.” She looked exhausted. It had been a long six months, accentuated by an extremely stressful birth.

We left the quarters. We had no possessions, so it was empty, save the few tattered clothes we’d had on our backs when we were found. Everything stayed behind. It was time to leave that part of our lives, and to get home.


SEVEN

The “war room” was half empty. We sat around the large table. Alien art adorned the walls, and everything felt so… unfamiliar. It was Rulo’s people’s art, and they liked clean lines and simplicity, with a flash of color.

Magnus sat across from me, looking casual in shorts and a button-down short-sleeved shirt. It was off-putting, seeing him wearing it in this setting. Leslie and Terrance were together, as ever, beside him, and they both smiled at Mary and me. One of Rulo’s people was there, though he was more gray than black, and older, somehow more dangerous-looking.

Slate sat at the end of the table, his head bandaged, but otherwise bright-eyed. He winked at me, making me laugh. Suma was at the other end, her snout twitching uneasily.

“Guys, this is Yope, Admiral of the Keppe. You’ve met Rulo. They’re the reason we were able to get here. Without them, things would have turned out much differently,” Leslie said, motioning toward the gray being.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Admiral Yope. Thank you for your assistance.” I stopped, unsure what else to say. A translator on the table echoed my words, but he remained silent, choosing not to reply to me.

“Yes, thanks for coming to get us,” Mary said. Jules let out a small cry.

“It wasn’t easy,” Magnus said, and now I saw the bags under his eyes, and the newly-formed wrinkles.

“What happened?” I asked him.

“You first!” Magnus was upset. “I mean, the last thing we knew, you were going to see Garo Alnod; the next, Bazarn Five is under attack, and you’re telling us you’re right on our tail.”

“Look, I know it was messed up, but it was what I needed to do.” I didn’t feel like I had to explain myself, but for Magnus, I would. “I found the Theos.”

Magnus’ eyes went wide. I glanced to Leslie, who wore a great poker face. “You what?”

“They gave me the power to carry some of them, like Mary was carrying the Iskios. It was the only way I could fight them. It worked too, but when we extracted the Iskios from her, we had to put them into the portal stone, where the Theos inside could fight them. In the process, the stone became useless, trapping us.”

It was actually a fairly simple explanation. Magnus’ expression told me otherwise. “That is… I don’t even know what to say.”

“Magnus. We’re all safe. Without Suma and Slate coming here, the battle was lost. I used the Shifter, a device Rivo’s father was only too happy to part with.”

Yope leaned forward, his snake eyes blinking slowly. His smooth words translated for us. “What is a Shifter?”

I didn’t know this man, or his people, but he’d gone out on a limb and fought Lom of Pleva’s troops to help save us, so I felt I should be able to trust him. Magnus clearly did. “Garo Alnod created a device meant to shift people, or even a planet, to another dimension, only he hadn’t intended it to be used as a weapon. Lom of Pleva did, and he wanted it. That was the reason Rivo was taken by those pirates in the first place.”

Magnus leaned back and rubbed his face with a meaty paw. “And the attack on Bazarn?”

“Lom, coming for it. I offered to take it in exchange for meeting Regnig, an ancient bird man who only speaks telepathically.”

Magnus let out a deep chuckle. I laughed with him, hearing how ridiculous it all sounded. “I know, it sounds insane, but I swear it’s true. Without him, I wouldn’t have found Karo.”

“Where is this device?” Yope asked plainly.

“Gone,” I said, and Yope went rigid. “You might notice the Unwinding is gone too.”

“You threw the Unwinding into another dimension?” Terrance asked, speaking for the first time. He looked impressed.

Suma joined in. “Dean was so brave. We didn’t think he was coming back.”

“Is that so? Suicide mission to stop the Unwinding. Just when I thought I’d seen it all, Dean Parker impresses me once again,” Magnus said. He looked over to Mary uneasily. “I’m glad you did make it back. Not that I doubted your ability to remain unscathed when danger calls.”

Mary met Magnus’ gaze. “How are Nat and the kids?”

The question broke the formality. “They were great when we left. I’ve been able to keep in touch with them using the communication devices Dean had when he and Leonard went to the Bhlat homeworld.”

“Now that’s something I could have used,” I said under my breath. I’d been so hell-bent on getting to Mary, I’d been short-sighted on a few things. Maybe a lot of things.

“Oh, Leonard’s staying at your house, Mary.” Magnus smirked at this.

“He is?” she asked.

“It needed someone to take care of it, and he was complaining about the apartment he was in, so I offered him the job. I hope you don’t mind,” Magnus said.

“Not at all,” I answered. “How are the dogs?” I missed Carey and Maggie, and even little Charlie. I knew they’d feel like I’d abandoned them yet again.

“They’re great, Dean. Leonard’s taking care of all the younger ones for a while, since Nat has her hands full. Carey’s by her side night and day, though.” Magnus lowered his voice. “That dog’s been with us through it all. He loves those kids so much.”

“Good. Glad to hear it.” Part of me wished I could turn it all back and never leave chasing after Mae. That Mary and I could have stayed and kept Carey with us, a small pseudo-family brought together in the chaos of the Event. But I knew Carey was happy with the way things worked out, and sitting beside my beautiful wife and healthy baby girl, I couldn’t help but feel grateful for our eventual path.

“Can we get back to the subject at hand?” Yope asked, clearly annoyed at our personal discussions. “So this Shifter is gone?”

“That’s what I said. Eaten up as it transferred the vortex into some unsuspecting alternate reality.” I watched Yope; if I didn’t know better, he looked relieved.

“Lom of Pleva is not a man you want to anger, but clearly the Alnods have. The accident at the mine left Lom dead, or so we all thought,” Yope said. His words flowed like melted butter in his native tongue.

“That was no accident,” I said.

“How do you mean?” Magnus asked.

“Garo set it up. Things weren’t good between the two of them. Ever since Garo swiped the purchase of some hyperdrive tech company from under his nose, Lom has had it out for Garo. They’re two rich titans out for blood. If my perspective is accurate, which I think it is, Lom’s on the wrong side of the fence,” I said. It was hard to tell sometimes. For all I knew, Garo’s lines to me were cold and calculated to have me side with him, while Lom was innocent.

“I knew it,” Yope said, slamming a fist on the table. “When I saw his ships and the markings on the artificial army, I’d hoped it was just someone from his corporation stepping in to take control. If Lom of Pleva lives, and his sights are targeted on you, then be afraid.”

“You seemed to take care of them pretty easily,” I suggested.

“And shifted the target to my back in the process,” Yope said.

“Dean, the admiral didn’t have to help us, but he did,” Leslie said.

“What exactly transpired to get us here?” Mary asked the group.

Suma leaned forward, and I glanced to Slate, who was sitting there like a silent soldier, assessing the entire conversation. I looked forward to discussing it with him later.

Leslie started. “We knew where you went, and we left your friend with Natalia. He’s safely on New Spero.”

Karo was on New Spero. That surprised me. I’d been worried about him being left to his own devices on Haven. Who knew what kind of trouble he might get in with a slip of his tongue? “Who else is here?” I asked, knowing Nick was. “Clare?”

“Just us, and Nick. He wanted to come… for Mary,” Magnus said.

“Anyway,” Leslie continued, “we knew where you went, and told Slate and Suma when they arrived. I thought you might be mad about that, but knew they’d be able to help if you needed it.”

“We wouldn’t be here without them,” Mary said, shooting Suma a smile.

“When Magnus showed up, bringing the fury of hell with him, we had no choice but to tell him what we knew,” Leslie added.

“We tried to access the portal here, but the icon was gone. Vanished. We knew that happened to the crystal world when you brought Leonard through with a visiting Iskios, so we assumed there was trouble,” Magnus said. “We waited, Dean. We waited for a week, hoping you’d find a way to come to us, or to New Spero, but nothing. Then we got word from the Bhlat.”

I sat up straight. “What about them? What did they want?”

“They won’t tell us,” Magnus said. “The Empress claims it’s for your ears only. Her emissaries weren’t pleased when we told them you were incapacitated at the moment. At first they thought we were trying to keep you from them, but eventually, I corresponded with the Empress herself. Thank God she remembered me, because otherwise, we might be screwed.”

“What happened?” Mary asked.

“She told me our time was up. That they needed the planet we promised as part of our deal with them,” Magnus said.

“What did you do?” I asked, nervous for the answer.

“I gave them a planet.”

“Do you have that authority?” Slate asked, getting a dirty look from Magnus.

“Listen, pup, I make the authority when I need to, and I handed the ice world over,” Magnus said. “With Sarlun’s blessing, of course.”

Slate let out a light laugh. “Of course,” he added.

The Bhlat were looking for me, and Magnus had given them the ice world where we’d found the first sign left behind by the Iskios. At the time, we’d thought they were the real Theos, guiding us to salvation. “That was the right move,” I said.

“It was. But the Empress was still adamant she speak with you. It wasn’t a suggestion,” Magnus said.

Leslie took over. “A week passed with no word from you, so we had to start the mission.”

“Which was?” Mary asked.

“Finding you at all costs. We knew where the planet was, but we had no way to quickly access it. The portal was down, but most of them are still functional,” Leslie answered.

I thought about the Theos life energy faintly thrumming inside the remaining portals. I felt the urge to close them all, releasing the Theos for all eternity. “How did you get here, then?”

“One of the portals opens to Keppe. They weren’t the closest race to Sterona,” Leslie said, using the name we’d discovered for the vacant world, “but Terrance and I knew of them from the odd visitor to Haven. We went there with Magnus and Sarlun, and pleaded our case for help.”

I saw Yope shift uncomfortably in his seat. “And they gave it so easily?” I inquired.

Leslie was careful with her words, glancing over at Magnus. “They accepted our terms.”

I decided now wasn’t a good time to find out what those terms were.

“They have a powerful fleet, a widespread system of colonized planets. Dean, the Keppe are someone we need on our side. Their ships got us here in two months, and when we arrived, we couldn’t believe there were ships already in orbit. Once we realized they were here for you as well, it didn’t take long to remove the threat.” Magnus said the last after a slight hesitation.

There was something Magnus was leaving out of the conversation. It was written all over his tired face, and his body language was rigid, pretending to be calm. It was off-putting. I made eye contact with him, and the frown he was wearing softened slightly.

Once again, he’d been dragged across the universe, through a few portals, and, after bargaining with the Keppe, onto another alien fleet. He missed his kids, his wife, his life.

“Now that we’re all caught up, can we go home? We have Mary, the Iskios are gone, the Unwinding isn’t here any longer, and you found us. Let’s leave Sterona behind and go home. What I wouldn’t give to sleep in my own bed for a while,” I said.

“I miss my father,” Suma said, no doubt wishing he’d come on the trip to rescue her.

“If there’s not anything else, I say we let everyone go and get on our way.” Magnus started to get up, but I raised a hand.

I didn’t want to say the words out loud, because it would only make them truer. Maybe if I kept it to myself, it could be like it hadn’t happened. When I closed my eyes for a second, I saw hordes of Kraski back on the mother ship, vomiting green before collapsing to their deaths.

“When you rescued me, I was being interrogated by someone,” I said, catching everyone’s attention.

“You were? I assumed you were just being held by them until Lom of Pleva arrived,” Magnus said.

I shook my head. “I don’t think he was coming here personally. He sent someone in his stead.”

Mary set a hand on mine. “Who was it?”

“It was a Kraski.”


EIGHT

“A Kraski?” Magnus asked loudly. “Are you sure?”

“I am. It was hiding in the room’s shadows, asking me questions about my guilt or my decisions. It was going to try me for my crimes against them, I think. I only saw its face when I was being pulled out of the room after you rescued me.”

“Then you could be wrong,” Mary said.

“No. I’ll never forget their faces. Never.” I motioned a finger horizontally across my cheeks. “This one was scarred.”

“I thought we destroyed all of them.” Magnus shared the guilt of our task with me. It bonded us, but also affected us in a way most people wouldn’t understand. We thought we’d committed genocide against an entire race, but we’d come to terms with that as best we could. Now, knowing there were more out there, I felt relieved in a small way, but with that relief came the worry of vengeance.

“It all makes sense if you think about it,” Mary said. She adjusted a sleeping Jules in her arms and looked around the table. “What do we know? Lom of Pleva created the hybrid technology.”

Leslie and Terrance shifted in their seats, and Yope glanced their way, a look of distaste on his face. I saw him and Rulo lock eyes, sharing something between them. It worried me.

Mary continued. “The Bhlat were coming for the Kraski and their system, and when they knew they’d lose the inevitable battle, they fled, taking their Deltra slaves and their hybrid army. Where did they get the hybrids?”

Magnus answered, “Lom of Pleva.”

“Right. He sold them to the Kraski,” I said. “What did Sergo say on Volim? There’s profit to be made in times of chaos. That’s the mentality someone like Lom of Pleva would live or die by.”

“So they have a relationship. Now the Kraski are using his assets to find the one that destroyed their people. Dean Parker,” Admiral Yope said. “I’ve heard of these Kraski. They were once a feared opponent, before the Bhlat grew so powerful. It seems you’ve made an ally with one of the universe’s most deadly races, Dean. How is that so?”

I wasn’t going to get into that at the moment. I was tired of talking already. We’d have two months to discuss things. “I did what I had to do to save my people. Sometimes bartering and talking creates solutions that guns and death cannot.”

Yope smiled at this, baring sharp teeth. “You aren’t what I expected, Parker. Not at all.”

“I’ve heard that before,” I replied.

“So the Kraski are still alive, and hunting you. That isn’t good,” Leslie said. “We’ll put out our feelers when we’re back.”

“And we’ll use the Gatekeeper network to search for news on this,” Mary added.

“I am intrigued, though.” Yope nodded toward Leslie and Terrance. “If Lom of Pleva created the hybrids, then why do you trust these two?”

“If you were to kill someone, would I look at you and blame your parents for giving you the DNA used to pull the trigger of the gun?” I asked. He smiled again, this time letting out a smooth laugh.

“I like you, Parker. Come and talk when you have settled in. You can learn about my people, and I yours,” Admiral Yope said.

I didn’t like the way he called humans “my people.” It wasn’t the least bit accurate, but I left it for the moment.

Yope got up from his chair and exited the room, leaving us alone: a motley crew consisting of four humans, two hybrids, and a Shimmali girl.

“Slate, you’ve been quiet. What do you make of all this?” Mary asked, beating me to the question.

Slate pushed back from his chair, and his hand subconsciously went to his bandage on his head. I knew he wasn’t feeling up to par today, but I also knew he couldn’t sleep yet. “I think you’re right. The Kraski might be back, and with the resources of this Lom guy, we could be in danger. Don’t worry, boss, I’ll be at your side to protect you.”

“Hard to do that when you’re dragged off into a monster’s cavern, isn’t it?” Magnus asked.

Slate stood, walking over to the big Scandinavian man. “I seem to recall hearing you were dragged in there by the same creatures as I was.”

Magnus stood, and Mary shouted across the table, “What’s your problem with each other? Sit down and stop acting like little boys. You’re so similar, yet you feel like protecting everyone is your sole individual task.”

Magnus looked ashamed in an instant, and his puffed-up chest deflated. “Sorry, brother. I miss the family. And I hate to think there’s yet again another old enemy, creeping up from our buried past.”

Slate stuck out a fist, and Magnus bumped it. “We’ll be ready for them,” Slate said.

“That’s what I’m worried about.” Magnus headed for the door. “If anyone’s interested, I’m going to get some food.” Then, with a sparkle in his eyes, he added, “Dean, remember that golden syrup drink from Volim?”

I nodded.

“They have it,” he said.

I followed him to the dining room.

____________

Two months. Another two months away from the one place I could now call home. Mary and I had wonderful quarters, a far better set-up than we’d had on Sterona, but it still left me feeling cold. We were in the section of the ship for Keppe officers – whom, it appeared, they treated quite well. Our floor consisted of six separate quarters, and with it we had an odd robot taking care of our every need, like it was our personal caregiver. It coddled Jules as if she were the most precious creature it’d ever seen, and treated her like a delicate flower, often asking when her armor would grow in.

We were given clothing: thick, colorful robes. At first, it felt like we were being pranked, but we believed them when we saw a huge Keppe man walk by with a pink-hued robe on and a minigun in his hand.

Slate, Suma, and Magnus each had their own quarters, and Leslie and Terrance shared a unit, leaving the other unit on our floor empty. It had been a month now: halfway there.

“You guys aren’t going to like this,” Magnus said, coming into the dining room. We were all seated together, Rulo and Nick joining us this morning.

I picked up a chunk of precut fruit and let the sweet juices melt in my mouth. The Keppe had some great food. If there was one thing I’d miss about being on this ship, it was the cook’s skills in the kitchen. He was the roundest Keppe I’d seen, his body’s armor plating stretched around his immense girth. He knew his way around a kitchen, and it showed in his culinary prowess.

“Did you hear me?” Magnus asked after none of us responded.

“We just want to enjoy breakfast. What could possibly be serious enough to ruin the most important meal of the day?” I asked, placing another piece of fruit in my mouth. This one was bright orange with the consistency of a banana, but with a sharp flavor unlike anything I’d ever tasted.

“They’re making a detour.” Magnus looked pleased with himself when my two-pronged eating utensil fell to the plate.

It was Mary who spoke first. “Detour? What kind of detour?”

Magnus sat down, grabbing some crispy meat slices from the center of the round table.

“Yope said they got a distress call from some system full of a race called the Motrill. They’re basically neighbors with them, and they watch each other’s backs. One of their leaders’ sons was on a diplomatic mission to a nearby system, only he never made it there. All signs seem to indicate the ship went down while traveling through the system.”

“Then why don’t the Motrill, or whatever they’re called, send help?” I asked, angry about the delay.

“We’re closer. The Keppe are always out and about, patrolling or exploring,” Magnus said.

“What does this mean?” Mary asked.

“It means we’re heading for this system and looking for a ship.” Magnus grabbed some more meat and chewed it with a smile. “Don’t worry. I want nothing more than to get home too, guys. But this isn’t our ship, and the admiral’s been gracious this whole time. We’d still be trying to find a beat-up ship to fly to Sterona, if it wasn’t for him. And by the looks of things when we arrived, Dean would be in the Kraski’s hands, and Mary would have been a single mom in the forest, surrounded by maniacal robots.”

He had good points. My shoulders slumped slightly. “How long?”

He knew what I meant. “A week there, another week back. If we find what we’re looking for right away, it’s at least a two-week delay.” Magnus set the communicator on the table. “Anyone at home you want to talk with? Natalia has the other one.”

Slate’s eyes lit up. So far he’d been listening to our conversation, not being an active participant. I noticed he did that more and more, the larger the group we were in. When it was just the two of us, he wouldn’t stop talking. “Mag, can she get the other end to Denise?”

Magnus nodded. “Of course, bud. She’s become a friend of Nat’s, so they talk all the time.”

I knew Slate was worried Denise would have moved on. They’d only been dating a short while before we’d left, and he didn’t expect her to stick around while he was off fighting the fight on random planets. For his sake, I hoped she was still in the relationship. He needed her.

Slate pushed his plate forward and smiled at Suma. “Thanks, Mag. Let me know when.”

“Suma, what’s on your mind?” Mary asked the Shimmali girl.

“I miss my father and my friends, but I love the library here. Did you know that the Keppe trace their roots back twenty thousand years? They had what you referred to as an industrial revolution five thousand years ago, and they do almost all of their manufacturing on the three moons surrounding their home planet,” Suma said excitedly.

“That’s quite forward thinking,” Nick said. “They have some seriously advanced medical practices as well. I’m working on learning how to translate some cell regeneration processes to work on humans.”

“Nick, I think you and Clare may be the two most enthusiastic people about our new lifestyle. Clare using each alien technology piece she can, and you working to advance our health care,” I said. I was proud of the two of them and wondered something.

“Are you and Clare ever going to tie the knot?” Slate asked while sipping his beverage, something akin to a coffee.

I laughed. “Did you learn to read my mind now, Slate?”

Nick smiled and ignored our inquiries. “I have an idea as well. I was hoping to run it by you guys.” He looked nervous, something I didn’t see from him often.

“Go for it,” I said.

“Clare and I were talking about having a board, with representatives from different interests. Health and wellness, technology – which would cover a lot of bases, from power generation to space fleet logistics – and of course, military,” Nick said, his hands moving as he spoke.

“Sounds like a good idea so far. What’s the end goal?” Mary asked.

“With the Gatekeepers’ permission, we’d like to seek our allies and other worlds, to have conversations about these specific topics. Share data,” Nick said.

“Some of this occurs already. Not all races are happy sharing their secrets, though,” Suma added to the conversation.

“It’s a good idea,” I said. “Magnus, what do you think?”

The large man cracked his knuckles. “We’ve been meaning to do more of that on the military side. But as Suma said, weapons tech is held close to the chest. Ship technology’s a good one, though, as we’ve seen some really cool things for long-term vessels just being on this Keppe ship journey.”

“Then it’s settled. Let’s make a go of it and see what Sarlun thinks when we get home,” I said, and Nick smiled: a silent thank you for the support. I thought of reminding him I held no official title and didn’t hold any substantial power, but he would have waved me off.

Jules stirred from her Keppe crib. We were thrilled to learn they had anything a new parent could want on board. The vessels housed five thousand Keppe when fully manned, and three thousand now. It was mindboggling to know that families traveled together on certain exploratory missions. Right now, it was nothing but soldiers, officers, and staff to keep it all running. There were four such ships in the party, heading back home now.

This got me thinking. “Magnus, is there any way Yope will let one of the four ships go back to their world? I mean, do they need twelve thousand Keppe on hand for a search party?”

“You do when the missing man is betrothed to your leader’s youngest daughter.”


NINE

The ship’s drive slowed, and I watched the scene unfold from the bridge of our lead vessel in the fleet. Admiral Yope sat in the captain’s chair, with the regular captain relegated to the side as first officer, and so on. They all seemed honored to have the older Yope on board and gave him nothing but deference and respect as he barked commands to them.

“Scanners on full. Check the results from the probes,” Yope said, translating into my ear.

They’d released thousands of tiny probes as we came out of hyperdrive, looking for any sign of the energy a ship of that class would output. So far, everything was coming up blank.

“We’re checking, Admiral,” a fresh-faced female officer said. Her black armored skin was a contrast to the sharp white uniforms they all wore. I was once again impressed with how advanced the Keppe were. They felt like a real crew, unlike the makeshift small crews we’d had over the past few years. I wondered what it would be like to be part of such a machine; a tiny cog in the running of a ship and exploratory vessel like this one.

The system was small; a yellow star burned hotly at the center of it all. Five planets followed their ellipse patterns around the star, each unique in size. One of the planets was known to have an atmosphere and life, though no advanced life forms were present, according to the Keppe’s databases. I wondered if there could be a portal on the world, one from the worlds hidden years ago by the Theos Collective. There was no way of knowing right now, and it bothered me.

“We’re picking up something. A tiny number of particles left by a Motrill singularity drive. They have a unique signature, and this has their prints all over it,” the first officer said from the side of the bridge.

Yope looked pleased. “Bring us in,” he said, and we raced toward the destination, using an in-system FTL jump. One second we were days away from the world; then I blinked, and the planet loomed on the viewscreen only ten thousand kilometers away. I’d read some details on the world with Mary on the in-room computer earlier in the week. It was about half the size of Earth, with four distinct regions.

“How large was this ship?” I asked, realizing I hadn’t been given that information yet. It was a need-to-know detail, and evidently, I didn’t need to know.

“Class Five Motrill Skipper. Small, made for getting places quickly and effectively, with little armaments,” a tall thick officer said off the top of his head, from my right. I stood behind Yope’s chair, trying to stay out of the way since I didn’t have a station. They’d honored me by even letting a human on the bridge.

“Not really something royalty should be racing around the galaxy in, is it?” I asked.

Yope shook his head. “We don’t know the whole story, but it seemed he didn’t have clearance from his father to make the trip.”

“Is it common to have arranged marriages?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t a slight to them.

Yope answered without emotion. “It’s not common, but we’re genetically similar and can reproduce. It’s said the two races sprouted from one long ago, though we have evolved separately in our environments.”

“When was the last time this happened?” I asked.

“Seven hundred years,” he said. I’d gotten used to understanding time was different for each of our races, depending on calendars, rotations, and all sorts of things I didn’t fully understand, but Suma stated the Yope calendar was close to ours. Eighty percent, so those seven hundred years would be somewhere in the neighborhood of five hundred and sixty Earth years.

My gut was telling me this wasn’t an abduction. I bit my tongue and stood back.

“We’re tracing the drive to the southern region.” A Keppe woman tapped a screen, and a section of the world zoomed in.

It was the tropical region I’d learned about. Something very close to palm trees rose high into the sky; thick vegetation took over, covering everything on the main viewscreen. It looked like paradise, with a green-blue ocean hugging the coasts.

“The signal stops down there,” the officer stated.

“Very well. Send the team down. Find Polvertan and bring him back to our ship. We’ll escort him home,” Yope said.

It seemed like an easy enough task, and I was getting stir crazy after our first few weeks on board. I knew Mary was going to kill me, but I’d rather help bring this Polvertan back and get on with our trip home than twiddle my thumbs while others set to the task.

“I want to join the search team that goes down,” I said, getting Yope’s attention.

“Parker, you aren’t part of our culture, nor are you a member of my service. Why should we accommodate this request?” Yope asked, looking me square in the face. His snake-like eyes followed me as I moved over to speak in front of him.

“I respect that, but you know how much I’ve been through. My outside perspective might be valuable. The sooner we get this done, the sooner we get back to your world. Then I can get my baby and wife, along with my friends, back to their homes.” I said the words forcefully, but low enough to not come over as arrogant. It seemed to work.

“Very well. I’m already annoyed at this disturbance. Polvertan hasn’t been vocal about being averse to the betrothal, but neither has he come across as supportive.” The admiral looked around me at a strong woman with a scar on her cheek. It was Rulo. “Do whatever is necessary to bring him aboard, within reason.” He paused, and when Rulo smiled, he added, “And don’t break anything this time.”

I wondered how different their version of “within reason” was from mine. I suspected they weren’t even close. “Then it’s settled. Slate and I will join your team.” I noticed Yope’s face fall just enough to tell I’d irritated him.

____________

“Find him and let’s get home,” Mary said, and leaned in for a kiss. I bent over and picked up Jules, who was drooling on a toy.

“I’ll be back soon, little one.” I kissed the top of her warm head and set her back down. “Thanks for not being upset.”

“Why bother?” Mary asked. “In any other circumstance, I’d be going with you. Just promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“The odd time, let me go kick some ass while you stay with Jules.”

I laughed. “It’s a deal.”

Slate arrived at the room, wearing Keppe clothing. Tight black pants and a long-sleeved white shirt fit a little too snugly over his muscled body. “Slate, you look…” I didn’t finish.

“Handsome? Herculean?” he asked with a grin.

“Let’s go with the second one.” We walked down the hall and took the elevator to the lower section of the ship. Level three brought us near the hangars, where fighter ships lined the space, along with some dropships and landers. The rest of the team was waiting impatiently by one of the landers. It consisted of Rulo, the battle-hardened woman who was quick to smile. A huge Keppe man arrived, carrying a pack jammed with supplies. Anything you could think of was strapped to that bag on his back: ropes, a rifle, tarps, tents, something resembling a fishing rod, and a dozen other items of varying use.

Lastly, a thin female Keppe was there. She introduced herself as Kimtra. She was the tracker and had computer devices strapped all down her long, armored arms.

“Is this all of us?” I asked.

“What else do we need?” Rulo asked, her words translating easily. “We have our tracker. I’m here to blow things up if needed, and Hectal” – she jabbed a thumb toward the lumbering man with the supplies – “carries things.”

“I blow things up too,” he said with a frown.

“Yes. You do. Unfortunately, you hurt yourself as often as the enemy,” Rulo joked with him, and I got the feeling the Keppe loved ribbing each other. They weren’t so different from humans in that regard. It was refreshing to hear.

“How convenient. I also like to blow things up,” Slate said, patting Hectal on his broad back.

“Good. Then maybe you can take this one.” Hectal pushed a large pack toward Slate, and he nearly fell back from the impact.

“No problem at all. I’m here to do my fair share,” Slate said when he regained his balance.

“What can I do?” I asked.

Rulo answered, “I’ve seen you in action. You surprise me. Stay close, and I trust you’ll come through when it’s needed.”

The compliment surprised me. She’d been down there when we rescued Magnus and Slate from the underground creatures. I hadn’t even thought that I’d earned her respect while doing so. I knew Yope relied on Rulo for his personal missions, and I finally understood why Yope gave me leeway. It was because Rulo vouched for me.

We loaded the lander, and I had to question the amount of supplies we were bringing. “How long are we going to be down there?”

“Always be prepared for the worst-case scenario,” Kimtra said. “We’re seeing some severe storm activity heading toward the region we’re venturing into. It’s best to be aware and have shelter and food, but hope we don’t encounter any inclement weather systems.” She ran a hand over her bald head, turned, and headed onto the ship.

“And the insane number of guns?” Slate asked.

Hectal answered, “Didn’t we just say we love to blow things up?”

Slate laughed. I was the last one to board the small lander, and looked to see a few Keppe lingering in the hangar. Life went on here on the exploration vessel as the door closed, and Rulo lifted us up, through the containment field, into the blackness of space.


TEN

The trip to the surface took an hour from this far out, and we sat discussing different away missions that the Keppe had been on. Some of them bordered on ridiculous, and I wasn’t sure how many of the adventures Hectal told were made up to impress us.

“Rulo, head this way,” Kimtra said, adjusting the map settings on the main computer. Slate and I sat in the back on the pilot side bench, facing Hectal; the huge Keppe was keeping himself busy by checking the charge on each weapon he’d brought.

The sheer number of weapons worried me. What did they expect to find? Were they holding out information from us? Slate looked impassive as he watched the alien man go through his obsessive process.

“The trace amounts of residue end here,” Kimtra said, and I glanced out the viewscreen to see ourselves over an immense body of water.

“He disappeared?” I asked, moving closer to the front of the lander.

“Not likely, but he may have cut the engines,” Rulo said.

“Why would he do that?” Slate asked.

“Couple things could have occurred,” Kimtra answered. “He could have lost power to the ship… or he didn’t want someone following him.”

“Are you saying he knew you’d come for him, and he wanted to stay hidden?” I wondered just what this Polvertan was up to.

“Kimtra, the Class Five Skipper is fully sealed, right? Even in the thrusters?” Rulo asked slowly, as if deep in thought.

“Yes. The containment fields seal the thrusters from debris and act as a shield in battle,” Kimtra said.

“I thought they were a speedy travel ship?” I prompted.

“They are. With few weapons on board, wouldn’t you want the best shields money can buy?” Hectal set his last weapon down, smiling at me.

“Good point,” I said. “Where does this leave us?”

“Only one place.” Rulo let out a yelp, tapped a few keys, and lunged the lander forward, nose-diving toward the water.

“What did we sign up for?” Slate asked as we braced for impact.

The ship cut into the large waves, putting us underwater in seconds. Rulo turned and laughed when she saw the color drained from our faces.

“Always gets the newbies. Don’t worry, we visit a lot of water worlds. You’d be amazed at how many civilizations reside under the water.”

I thought back to the Apop from our journey to the crystal world and nodded. “We’ve met some of them.”

Rulo looked surprised. She turned back and began to move the ship toward the island we’d seen in the distance. “If he went under here, we’ll check the island first. I don’t think there’s anything under these waters but some deadly leviathans and their prey.”

Our ship had an incandescent blue glow around it; a containment shield strong enough for keeping air inside would be robust enough to keep water out.

“Engines?” Slate asked.

“Switched to the propeller thrusters on the side of the ship,” Rulo said, as if this was obvious.

The water was crystal clear, and a few schools of speckled foreign fish dived apart as we flowed through the ocean toward the lone island. Kimtra read some data off as the rocky base of the surface grew in the viewscreen. “The island has no details in our databanks. From our scans earlier, it’s approximately one hundred and fifty square kilometers.”

“That’s not very big,” I said.

“It is when you’re looking for one man,” Hectal said stoically.

When we didn’t see a ship at this point, Rulo began to circle the island. Eventually, when we’d made it halfway around, she slowed.

“Kimtra, is that what it looks like?” she asked her counterpart.

Kimtra studied the opening and nodded. “We can try here. It’s the logical point of entry for a ship or boat, as it were.”

The common usage of phrasing among alien races astounded me. Perhaps it was our translator’s ability to turn the phrase to something understood in English. One day, I’d get a better grasp, but I was no linguist.

I broke from my daydream on the Keppe’s speech and stood as we turned to face the maw in the rocks. It was like an angry god’s open mouth, threatening us with sharp stone teeth.

“I don’t like the look of this,” Slate said, shifting uneasily in his seat.

Hectal got up, bending to stand in the cramped space. “I do. This is great. I’ve always wanted to enter an island like this.”

I wondered who in their right mind would have ever dreamt of this, and decided to keep my mouth shut. Hectal was at least three times my weight, and I didn’t want to offend the giant armor-skinned alien. He grinned at me, as if reading my mind.

“Here we go.” Rulo slowly eased us toward the opening, and I could hear the push of propellers on the side of the ship as we moved into the space, rocks surrounding us on all directions. We were essentially in a tunnel now, one that was only four times as wide as our ship.

“The Skipper could fit in here?” I asked.

“Yes, but not easily. He’d have to be careful not to bump the walls,” Kimtra said, and we all stood watching our progress as we wound our way deeper into the dark tunnel. The ship had bright white headlights that cast their glow onto the red-gray stone. We moved this way for a few minutes, traveling cautiously. I had a sinking feeling the tunnel would just end, caving in on us from behind and stranding the ship underwater. My skin crawled as I felt the walls of the lander shrinking. Slate casually bumped into me, and I let out a quiet cry of shock.

“You okay, boss?” Slate asked. “You aren’t looking so great.”

I wiped my forehead with an arm. “I’m fine.” I wished I was wearing an EVA so it would cool my flushed skin. Just as the pounding of my increased heart rate was reaching its crescendo in my ears, our lights poured into an open-water pool, the walls widening to give us room to maneuver.

“There it is.” Kimtra pointed to the left, and I saw the Skipper. It was a narrow and long vessel, like a spear, and it lingered there like a submarine breaching the surface.

It was in the dark; all power appeared to be off on the Skipper as we approached the side of it. Rulo pulled up beside the other vessel, and we floated upward as she cut the engines.

“Grab our stuff; we’re going in,” Rulo said.

“Through the water?” I asked.

“Do you have another way?” She moved past me and grabbed a circular device from the wall of the ship. It clipped to her belt, and she tapped it, soft blue light twinkling from its underbelly. “Stay close when we open the doors.”

I was going to ask more questions, when I saw the energy field push out from the device and extend past the ship’s walls. We were going to go to the surface in a bubble, free from getting wet. I’d have to see if I could procure one of those. You never knew when you needed something like a portable containment shield.

We grabbed as many packs and supplies as we could carry. Slate and Hectal took the brunt of the load, and Rulo opened the doors. I half expected water to come gushing in, but it was held back by the transport vessel’s shields. Once through those, we’d rely on Rulo’s own. She left the lights on, and we could see the rocky ledge only twenty or so yards away.

“Jump with me,” Rulo said and pushed off the side of the ship with her powerful legs. We each followed suit and came in the bubble with her, momentum taking us the short distance to the edge of the underwater tunnels. Rulo was up first, quickly followed by Hectal, who reached down to assist in getting us out of the bubble in the water and to the damp ground.

“That was cool,” Slate said, dropping his packs to the rock.

With the shield now off, Kimtra headed over to where the Skipper was docked. “Foot imprints still show up here in the dust.” It was damp near the water, and humid, but a few steps away near the wall, a row of dust had settled and stayed over the years. There, a blatant footprint was evident. We followed it a few steps until the dust was gone, and the tracks ended abruptly.

“We know he went this way,” Hectal said.

I wanted to suggest it was the only visible pathway out of the cavern, but kept it to myself.

Slate passed me a flashlight and a pulse rifle. I explored the open cave with the lights and found it smaller and more closed in than I’d originally thought. There was a ledge on the other end of the water, over the tunnels we’d floated in through. It made me think of Gollum, hiding in the dark caves, slipping the ring on to appear invisible as he hunted fish. With a shiver, I hoped there was no small creature watching us from the ledge. Slate’s gaze was darting around the space, and I worried he should have sat this one out. It had only been a few weeks since his ordeal and near death back on Sterona.

“Are you going to stare backwards your whole life or move forward?” Rulo said as she threw a pack on her shoulder and started down the corridor, which we hoped would bring us to our target.

“How long has he been here?” I asked.

Kimtra answered. “Twenty days.”

“Twenty days is a long time. He could be anywhere,” Slate said.

“The island’s not so large. We’ll find him,” Kimtra whispered.

I added the weight of the tent pack and followed along behind the rest of the team, watching behind me for menacing creatures in the dark. If there were any there, they didn’t interfere with our passing.

We traveled on foot at an upward angle, our elevation increasing with each step. The caves were short. Hectal and Slate had to crouch at most points, and Slate turned sideways a few times to get through the tight passageway. The air was musty, the walls heavy with green moss as we kept moving. When we spoke, the sound was muffled, like speaking in a small, well-insulated closet.

Sooner than I would have expected, we saw light from the end of the tunnel, and my back instantly felt less tension. The heat hit us in waves as we stepped through the opening and onto the side of a green mountainside. Sweat that had threatened to bead minutes ago now flushed to the surface of my skin, dripping down my spine.

The view was one of the best things I’d seen in my life. We were halfway up the hillside; tall palm-like trees rose wildly, the palm leaves shorter and less fan-like, but so similar, they looked natural to my eyes. Round purple fruit hung from the tops of most of them.

Straight ahead, a lush valley extended for as far as the eye could see, hills rising up on either side. In the distance, a body of water sat still, green waves drawing my gaze with its beauty.

“We’re in paradise,” I whispered, wishing Mary was there to see it with me.

Before I knew what was happening, Hectal was shouting for everyone to get down.

I did without question and heard a pulse pistol go off beside me. Something fell to the ground with a thud nearby, and Hectal was laughing. “I got him first try,” he said, stepping over to his kill.

I joined him, and saw the threat lying dead on the grass. “It looks like a mosquito, only the size of a German Shepherd,” I mumbled.

“I don’t know what either of those are, but this is a big insect.” Hectal nudged it with his boot, making sure it was dead. The bug was like a nightmare; its long-pointed proboscis looked powerful enough to pluck out an eyeball.

“Boss, did you remember the bug spray?” Slate asked, laughing nervously at his own joke.

“Keep an eye out for any threats. This island could be full of predators,” Kimtra said. She was fiddling with an arm console. “Yes. This world, while mostly unmarked by higher life forms like us, does have a host of living things. A few are cataloged.”

I went to her side as she scrolled through a few images on her console screen. I saw everything from huge snake-like reptiles to birds with five-yard wingspans.

“This should be fun,” I said.

“It always is. Now do you understand why we have so many weapons?” Hectal asked with a grin.

I couldn’t help but smile back at him. His energy was infectious.

“Which way?” I asked, ready to get looking for the missing Polvertan.

Rulo pointed toward the water. “That’s an inland water source, fed through these mountains. It will be fresh and untainted. He’ll make camp near it.”

“Unless there are more water sources like it,” I added.

“We’ll check the largest first.” Rulo was off, quietly stalking through the rainforest terrain. The humid heat made everything stick to me, my shirt already plastered to my chest. With a last look at the epic view, I let out a warm breath and walked after her.

With any luck, we’d have this Polvertan in our possession in a few hours, and we could finally get home.


ELEVEN

At first, I was looking forward to the hike through a tropical paradise. After weeks on a ship, I was happy to stretch my legs and move around on something other than unfamiliar Keppe gym equipment. That feeling lasted less than an hour. My legs burned from the steep decline, and my feet were already soaked. It wasn’t raining now, but it obviously did a lot here, and the underbrush held on to the moisture like a greedy sponge.

Everyone slogged through the trees without complaint, but I could see the annoyance in their postures and clipped speech. Twice we were attacked by small groups of the giant mosquitoes, and both times, when we killed one, the rest scattered into the wind.

By the time we reached inland to the center of the valley, where the fresh water was situated, my legs were on fire, and I’d sweated out twice my body weight in liquid.

“Let’s take a break,” I suggested as we neared the water. It sat there in sight, beyond a slight hill, the trees bending to face the liquid, as if it held an answer to their questions and was whispering the truth with its light ripples.

“We’re almost there,” Rulo said.

“And you think we won’t spend an hour circling the lake looking for Polvertan?” I stopped walking and sat down on a fallen tree, its palm-like leaves browned and dead. Rotten husks from the fruit sat on the ground beside it.

Slate joined me, and we guzzled water in synchronicity. I looked for a spot on my shirt that was dry so I could wipe my forehead, but failed to find one.

“I used to dream of what it would be like to live somewhere tropical. Now I’m glad I chose upstate New York,” I said, getting a snicker from Slate.

Slate leaned back. “I spent some time in the Middle East. That was a totally different type of heat. I think I prefer this.”

The Keppe stood before us, each drinking water now. Their black armored skin wasn’t dripping sweat like ours. “How do you deal with the heat?” I asked them.

“You think this is hot?” Hectal laughed.

“This is like our Schunta season,” Kimtra said, the word not translating to English.

“That must be like our winter. Snow falls on parts of Earth,” I said. “Or it did.” I really had no idea what the damage from the Bhlat had done to Earth’s weather patterns. We had snow on New Spero, so I could get my fill any time I wanted it, though it wasn’t quite the same.

I hadn’t been around for a lot of special occasions on New Spero, and I made a mental note to remind Mary that we should celebrate Christmas with Jules. Continue the old traditions for our daughter, and maybe make some new ones. There was already a New Spero national holiday for the Event. It was a day where everyone remembered the loved ones they lost and celebrated our survival.

I was going to be there in Terran One for this year’s celebration, unless I’d already missed it. I truly had no idea what month it was. Things like that didn’t seem to make a difference to me any longer. Maybe that was another thing I could bring back once we settled into our old lives on New Spero. Routine was good for babies, and it would be good for Mary and me.

“What’s snow?” Rulo asked.

Slate took this one. “Do you have rain?” he asked, the words translating to the smooth Keppe speech.

They all nodded. “Rain. Water from the sky. Of course.”

“Areas of Earth and New Spero get below freezing temperature, and the precipitation stored in the clouds comes down in the form of flakes instead of drops. Someone a little more scientific could explain it to you clearer.” Slate stood as he spoke, moving his hands around.

Kimtra’s eyes were wide. “Flakes? I’ve seen this. Worlds covered in ice, white ice constantly falling on the ground.”

“Back where I’m from, we played in the snow when we were children. We’d sled down hills of snow, ski and snowboard down mountains. We’d make snowmen, have snowball fights, and it was my favorite time of the year. Compared to our hot summers, the weather changes were not-so-subtle reminders of Mother Nature each time they came around,” I said.

I doubted they knew what Mother Nature meant to us, or what a snowman was, but they nodded along. “If this isn’t hot to you, what are your hot times like?” I asked, not sure I wanted to set foot on their world when we got there. I knew I had to, to get to the portals, but in my current overheated state, I was dreading it.

Hectal took this one. “We have to stay indoors if possible. It’s probably twice as hot as this, right, Kimtra?” She nodded, and he continued. “It lasts for one tenth of our year, and we spend it with family, reforming our bonds. If we’re there. I haven’t been home for it in a few years. The three of us are aboard Starbound most of the time.”

“Does Admiral Yope spend much time on board these days?” I asked, curious to learn more about their military leader.

“It was his ship for years. I think part of him is bitter he was promoted. He loved leading the charge into the stars. He named the ship. While everyone else was naming their vessels Duty, Destroyer, Seeker, Yope named his Starbound. He wanted to discover worlds, space anomalies, and spend his days among the stars.

“He did this and made contact with so many races, but after a war, we were left with a hole in our hierarchy. Yope was forced to give up his ship and take over things.” Kimtra looked sullen as she told us a little about their admiral.

“Is he married? Children?” Slate asked.

Kimtra shook her head. “No. He said his love was for the stars, and he couldn’t share it.” She looked away, and I read more meaning in her words than the others did. If I was reading it correctly, she and the admiral had been an item at one point in their lives.

“It’s a hard balance. I want to help here right now, but half of my mind is back on Starbound with my wife and newborn,” I said, and Kimtra nodded.

“What was the war about?” Slate asked, and the Keppe finally started to relax. They each found a spot in the surrounding area to sit and take a load off. Hectal grunted as he let his heavy packs down to the soft ground.

“The Motrill were in a skirmish over a colony world. Some faraway planet, a few years’ travel by hyperdrive,” Hectal said, and I realized they didn’t know about the portals. “This was before the wormhole drives were around.”

From my experience, few on each world knew about them. Earth had been ignorant that, for thousands of years, one had sat in Egypt; when a planet had awareness of the portal, only select patrons realized it. Bazarn Five had some traffic from theirs, but only the most wealthy and influential from the universe would be able to travel there by the portals. Otherwise, they were traveling there via space vessel like everyone else.

Kimtra continued the story, taking over from Hectal, as she did when any science was involved. “According to the Motrill, whom you know we have close ties to, the world was fertile, and a ninety-five-percent match for our genetics to colonize. We could grow our crops, farm our livestock, and breathe the air. Finding a ninety-five or up is near impossible, and they’d done it. The world remained nameless and was in its infancy stages. Life was only starting there, so the colony impact wouldn’t be intruding on existing environments.”

“Sounds like a winner for the Motrill,” I said.

“It was. And for us. We were each on the lookout for a colony world to share. It had been a long time since our treaty was formed once again, and we were going to start a community together in good faith. Our people made a marriage pact, the one Polvertan’s going to honor when we find him,” Kimtra said.

“How long ago was this?” Slate asked.

“Before Polvertan was born. Before his future spouse, Brina Crul, was born.”

“So the impact of this colony was a big one. What happened?” I asked, amazed two races would promise a marriage to bring the worlds together before the children were even born. To be those kids, growing up never having a choice, and knowing the whole time that you were forced into a marriage? It had happened on Earth for countless years in many cultures, sometimes with good results, others quite terrible.

“The Motrill found the world and left behind a base camp. This camp was only a hundred Motrill. They would be responsible to start building shelters, surveying the world with drone mapping. Crops would be planted, and the basic livestock carried aboard the colony-searching vessel would be acclimated to their new world. The journey is long, but they have communication capable of traveling the distance with only a few days’ delay. Things were great at the start; messages came through as the vessel headed back for Motrill to get the second phase of supplies and colonists.” Kimtra stopped, took a drink of water, and looked down to the ground.

Rulo took over. “The attack came in the middle of the night. One hundred colonists burned away while they slept. One escaped, made it to the communication tower, and sent a message. The invaders landed after dropping a bomb on the village, and found Trem alone in the tower. He saw the invaders and relayed the message, which the ship got on their way back home. It had been a year since the Motrill landed.”

I was on the edge of the log, almost slipping off as I listened with intent. “Who were they?” I asked, the words a whisper off my lips.

“His last words were this: ‘They’re here, the Kraski are here’.”


TWELVE

I remembered the look on Admiral Yope’s face when I told them I’d seen a Kraski. It was fleeting: the flickering anger of a man who was used to hiding his true emotions. It had been enough for me to catch. Now I knew why.

I was standing but didn’t remember getting onto my feet. “The Kraski killed the colony?”

“They did.” Hectal walked over to me. “You know of them?” He looked ready to attack me, like I had a connection to their enemy.

I looked to Rulo, who’d been with us in the room when I told the others about seeing a Kraski on Sterona, right before being rescued. “You didn’t tell them about my history with the Kraski?”

Rulo stood, set a hand on Hectal’s shoulder, and whispered something to him. He sat back down, seething. “What history?” he asked.

I wasn’t sure if I had the energy to get into the Event. “How much time do you have?”

“We can talk and walk,” Rulo said and picked up her gear. “Yope told me a little, but not much. I know you’ve had a run-in with the Kraski before, and now you don’t live on Earth. I’d also heard a rumor they were dead, but I figured the Bhlat had something to do with that.”

It was almost funny, because the results were accurate, but the details weren’t.

We moved toward the lake, and I crouched by it as Kimtra dipped a sensor probe into the calm waters. I scanned the water’s surface, looking for signs of life that would undoubtedly be in there on this lush island. I saw air bubbles break the surface in a few spots, and shuddered as my imagination pictured a huge creature thrashing below the calm face.

I slipped my water bottle into a pouch on the side of my pack. “Tell me what happened with you first.”

“What’s to tell? The Kraski killed the Motrill’s colony. They took the world as their own. When we learned what occurred, we sent a fleet after them. We didn’t expect five of their warships there, thousands of Kraski vessels in total. The battle didn’t last long, but both sides had far too many casualties. In the end, the Kraski kept the world. We pulled out,” Rulo said.

I tried to piece it together. This couldn’t have been more than twenty years ago, probably less. Everything I’d heard said the Kraski took over worlds, while enslaving some and murdering the rest, like they’d done with the Deltra. Then the Bhlat came in, a bigger, more powerful race, and forced them to evacuate their home system.

“The Kraski came for Earth, our homeworld. We’re infants in the space race. We didn’t have the technology to travel FTL. We held no colonies, and though there was always talk of trying, it would have been an epic endeavor that would most likely have ended in disaster. They beamed nearly everyone off the planet and stuck us in the very vessels they’d intended to bring themselves to Earth in. The Bhlat had won their war.

“They limped in, a small number of them now. The Deltra, an enslaved race of theirs, outsmarted them. They’d placed a Shield, the Kalentrek, on Earth centuries earlier. They had a plan to free themselves that took that long to come to fruition.” We were walking along the water’s edge, and everyone was listening with rapt attention at the tale I told.

“I’ve heard of the Deltra,” Kimtra said solemnly.

I nodded. “Now I know more about the whole picture. The Kraski used what we call a hybrid, a being created out of human and Kraski DNA. It was the only way they could get the beings to survive, a technology I’ve since learned was created by Lom of Pleva.”

“This is getting too strange for me,” Kimtra said.

“It gets better. The Kraski planted these hybrids, only they couldn’t shut down the device that would kill anything matching their DNA without succumbing to its power themselves. So they sent them to infiltrate us. I was married to one.” I averted my eyes when Rulo stopped and turned to me. “Magnus and his wife were there too, as well as Mary. Janine, my wife at the time, had been dead for a few years when it happened. The Deltra had turned her, and she set out a plan to have us not only keep the shield on, but to kill all the Kraski in space in the process, setting the Deltra free.” I hadn’t told the story in a while, and it felt good to go over it, especially now that I knew there were ties to my current situation. Everything was connecting. Lines were slowly being drawn over the random dots, and a picture was emerging.

“You fought the Kraski? And won?” This from Hectal.

“We tricked them, but we did win,” I said.

“What about you?” Hectal nodded to Slate.

Slate looked at the ground. “I was one of the unlucky humans beamed up. Tried my best to help up there, but I’m ashamed to say I didn’t make a big difference.”

“I’d be dead without Slate, about ten times over, so he’s a real hero. Believe me,” I said, and he met my gaze, standing up straighter. “We brought the Shield up in a Kraski ship. Boarded the warship and turned it on. They disintegrated from the inside out.” I paused as Hectal let out a strange whooping noise.

“I knew there was something special about you, little man,” Hectal said.

I didn’t love the term he gave me, but compared to Magnus and Slate, I guessed I would seem like a small human. “Once they were gone, the Deltra thought they had us. They could leave our ships to fly into our star, snuffing our world’s population in quick order, and take Earth for themselves.”

We were standing still again, everyone too wrapped up in the conversation to move.

“What did you do?” Kimtra asked.

“Mary came on board and kicked some ass. We escaped and blew a few ships up in the process of it all. Then we had to convince the brainwashed hybrids to do the right thing and work with us. A lot of people died that day. A lot,” I said.

“We are brothers, then,” Hectal said. “Both our people have suffered loss at the hands of the Kraski. We will seek revenge.”

“Truthfully, I’d rather leave them alone and have peace.”

“Peace? We’re in a universe with no peace. Believe me. The Keppe are an old race. We have seen many civilizations rise and fall, just the same. Tell me, did you have peace on this world of yours? Internally?” Rulo asked.

I got her point. “No.” I didn’t elaborate.

“You impress me, nonetheless,” Rulo said. “A planet-locked race fought off not one but two invaders and lived to tell the story.”

“Three,” Slate said.

“Three what?” Kimtra asked.

“We fought off three, if you count the Bhlat,” he said.

“The Bhlat?” all three Keppe members of our entourage echoed together.

“We didn’t fight them off,” I said, hating the attention. “It wasn’t like that. We lost Earth that day.”

“But we turned them into an ally,” Slate said.

“You’re in a treaty with the Bhlat?” Hectal asked. “I’ve never heard of that happening before.”

“Are they really as terrible as everyone says?” I asked, hoping the Keppe didn’t take my relationship with the Empress as a negative connotation.

“We’ve been blessed to have stayed clear of them, but many haven’t been so lucky. They’re powerful. If they want something, they get it. Looks like you made a deal, but they still got what they wanted out of it, didn’t they?” Rulo asked.

“They did. But we live.” I started to walk, the group following behind.

“You live, and that’s what impresses me,” Rulo added. “Come, let’s not waste any more time.”

The sunlight was waning as we pressed on, and I judged it would be dark in another hour. I really didn’t want to be out in the open, easy prey for whatever creatures were lurking behind the trees or under the water.

We kept moving, and I answered a few more questions, then diverted a few more, before letting them know I was done talking about the Kraski and Bhlat for the time being. Hectal looked admonished.

“Look ahead,” Rulo said, swiping her minigun from her back holster. Her strong arms flexed as she held the heavy gun and swung it around, looking for a target.

I spotted what she’d seen: a shelter about a hundred yards from the waterline. It was tied to four bases of the tall trees and was very basic in nature. Polvertan hadn’t been looking for comfort; he’d been looking for lightweight and ease.

Rulo tapped her earpiece. “Starbound, we’ve found our target’s nest. Will proceed with caution and report back.” Her face scrunched up, and she looked to the darkening sky as she listened to the reply from the vessel in orbit. “How far away? Got it, thanks,” she said, and tapped the earpiece again.

“What is it?” Hectal was looking to the sky now too.

“Storm’s coming in. Looks huge from the radar. Should hit the island sooner than I’d like.” Rulo started for the sparse camp.

I didn’t like her lack of information. “What kind of storm, Rulo?”

“A big one. Winds already at ninety kilometers an hour.”

“A cyclone’s headed for us? Should we leave?” I asked.

“We’re here to find our target. Plus, we won’t be able to evacuate in time.” Rulo stepped to the shelter and lifted the canvas material. It was nearly empty inside. A bedroll sat on some sort of field generating from a small box to the left.

Slate saw it and nudged me with an elbow. “Boss, check out the inflatable mattress. That’s cool. How many times could we have used that?”

“Do we set up camp?” Hectal asked as the wind began. At first, it was a light breeze, a slight reprieve in the sweltering heat. Soon it was buffeting the trees, and one of the purple fruits fell beside me with a bang.

“No time. See that cliffside?” Kimtra pointed in the distance. “We go there, look for an entrance. Somewhere to take shelter.”

I wasn’t going to argue, and I turned my gaze upwards, making sure to not stand under one of the hard fruit clusters. I warned the others as well.

We walked fast, and when the water started pouring from above, we ran for the cliff in the distance. The skies darkened, and as the sun set, it became hard to make out the looming outline of our destination. We arrived in less than an hour, drenched and exhausted. Even Hectal seemed winded as he threw the packs down on the ground at the cliff wall. It cut the wind, but I was still worried something would fall down the mountainside and crush us.

“I’m concerned about rockslides.” I had to yell to be heard.

“Over here.” Kimtra was heading back. She’d disappeared for a few minutes.

Rain still dropped on us in buckets. The sound of wind tearing at the trees was terrifying and powerful at the same time.

We ran along after her, and I expected to see an opening in the rock face. When we turned away from it, I saw the glowing device some twenty yards away. “What is that?” I asked.

“I saw the light a while ago. It’s a locator, used by hikers or explorers. They mark their position in case something bad happens to them. He had to be down there,” Rulo yelled into the wind.

“Down where?” I asked, and she pointed toward the wet ground. We were surrounded by thick palm-like trees, and another of the dense balls of fruit smashed into the ground beside me. It looked like we were on Polvertan’s track, and just in time. “Let’s go.”
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The crevasse was only three yards wide and three feet tall, but we lowered into it one at a time, using a thick tree trunk as our anchor. I went second to last and stuck my flashlight into my belt as I climbed down the rope, carrying an extra pack. We were making sure Hectal didn’t weigh more than the maximum capacity of our thin rope. The locator device hummed, shooting a thin blue beam into the sky. It was hardly noticeable from most angles, and now I understood why we hadn’t seen it earlier.

It was wet under the opening, but otherwise, the ground was bone-dry around us. The rope hung twenty feet up, and I watched Rulo make quick work of the descent as soon as my feet touched down.

Tree roots stuck out of the ceiling before bending to go back underground. Moss clung to everything, and I spotted a few mushrooms growing along the far wall.

“We have no idea what’s down here. Slate, are you okay being here?” I asked him, remembering his recent mishap with the monsters on Sterona.

“I have to be,” was his answer.

“We’ll be home soon. Then your days of crawling around underground are over, I promise,” I said, hoping it was one I could keep.

Slate nodded and followed Rulo’s lead deeper inside.

Hectal pointed to footsteps in the direction we were heading. “He was here.”

“What’s the heir to Motrill doing alone on this island in the middle of a cyclone?” I asked, knowing no one had the answer.

“You’ll have to ask him when we find him,” Kimtra said, smiling at me in the bright flashlight beam.

I could still hear the storm blustering above us, but it all stopped in a heartbeat as we crossed the room.

“Did you notice that?” I asked the group.

Kimtra stopped in her tracks, raised a finger to her mouth, and stepped backwards. “I hear the storm now. Do you?”

I shook my head and joined her, two yards behind the others. The sound of wind thrashing trees about echoed to my location. We stepped forward, and nothing. It was like we’d passed through an invisible sound barrier.

“I’ve never heard of this specifically, but there is something that could do this. A portal field.” Kimtra walked away and headed for the wall. I followed her, and so did the others.

Kimtra ran her hand along the wall, and I noticed the variation along the dirt. The right edge was darker than the left. When I stepped to the left, I could hear the storm again. “I think we passed through a barrier. A portal to somewhere else,” she said.

“A portal?” I asked, confused. We used portal stones, which took you somewhere, but this was unlike anything we’d ever seen.

“Embedded in this room, there’s a device that stretches across the walls, making us think we’re still underground in the same cavern. But clearly the wall is different, and the storm is gone. Theoretically, of course.” Kimtra ran to the other side of the wall and found the same thing.

“Couldn’t it just be a sound blocker?” Slate asked.

“I don’t think so. Those are common enough, but they don’t change the pattern of a dirt wall like this,” Kimtra answered.

“Are you saying we’re not underground on the island any longer?” I asked nervously.

“We might still be on the island, but I don’t think so,” Kimtra said.

“To what end?” I asked.

“That… I don’t know. Let’s continue and see what we find. Polvertan went this way, so do we.” Kimtra started to walk, and we went after her. The cave still seemed dank, but now that I knew there was a difference, I could swear the smell was off, the moss a different shade. It was eerie to think we’d traveled somewhere else. If technology like this existed, then what need did the portal stones serve any longer? We could free the last of the Theos locked away inside and let them rest for eternity.

The end of the room was a dead end. “Now what?” Rulo asked as she lowered her minigun. “No doors.”

“Oldest trick in the book,” Slate said. “Make a fake room no one will notice. Hide a doorway so anyone who comes here turns around and leaves.”

“Unless the storm was going on, we would never have noticed the sound difference.” I got close to the walls, looking for a secret doorway. “Come on, there has to be an opening here.”

We spread out along the walls and searched high and low before ending back together, exhausted.

“So much for the oldest trick in the book.” Hectal shot an angry glare at Slate, who ignored the jab and took a drink from his water bottle. I joined him.

“What other purpose would this serve?” Rulo asked.

That was when I saw it. Standing up, the light didn’t cut through, but sitting on the ground, resting my weary legs, a sliver of light hit my eyes. “Over here!” I yelled, rushing over to the dirt wall. Even up close, I lost the line but quickly found it again. “It has to be what we’re looking for,” I said, running my fingers along the rough edge of the crack.

“We don’t have time for this.” Rulo motioned for us to step back, and she grabbed a pulse rifle from Hectal’s pack. When we were clear, she fired three quick shots below the hole. When the dust settled, we had our doorway.

“Guess that was faster,” Slate said. “That’s what I usually do.”

When Rulo stared blankly at him, he added, “Dean, tell her that’s what I always do.”

I walked by him and patted his arm, before taking the lead through the pulse-made opening. It passed into a hall, but not a dirt one. The walls were some type of resin-based substance, designed with slight detail and color. They were light gray with red border lines painted on. Computer screens sat inside them every few yards, an indecipherable language written under each, labeling them.

“What have we found?” Hectal asked as we all stood there, looking around at our surroundings. The lights were off, and his voice echoed down the corridor.

“I think this is a ship,” I said as I took in the surroundings.

“A ship? I think you’re right,” Kimtra said, taking the lead.

She was a few yards in front of me when I saw a red glow emanate from the floor ahead of her. She was looking back at me, and my body sensed the danger before my mind did. I ran to her. “Stop!”

She kept moving, but I reached her just in time to grab her, pulling her back, covering her with my body as a grid of red beams shot up from the floor to the ceiling. It was a booby trap, clearly meant to prevent unsuspecting visitors from getting any further.

“How did you know?” Kimtra asked as I rolled off her. Hectal, Rulo, and Slate all stood with guns at ready, looking for an unseen enemy.

“I didn’t. I saw a red light and assumed it wasn’t there to greet us.” I stood up, helping Kimtra to her feet before going up to the red grid of light blocking our way in the corridor. It covered the entire space from wall to wall, floor to ceiling.

Kimtra was already attempting to get into the closest computer. “I’ll see if I can deactivate it.”

“If there was one trap, we can expect more,” Rulo said as we watched Kimtra activate the screen. She tapped away at it, somehow accessing a program in the unknown language.

“Do you recognize the language?” I asked her.

Kimtra shook her head. “No, but the mathematical base of it is enough for me to find the back door.” She kept typing away, and within minutes, dim lights glowed in the halls. Another five breaths, and the red grid of death dissipated into nothing.

“Suma’s going to want to meet with you later,” I said, knowing how much the Shimmali girl would like to learn from Kimtra.

“Consider it done.” Kimtra picked up her pack, and we moved down the hall, Hectal taking the lead now. We moved much more slowly, looking for signs of other traps, but didn’t encounter any. We were indeed on a ship, or something like one, but none of the small empty rooms we entered along the way had windows or viewscreens.

“We could be on a different planet,” Slate said, touching the wall.

I thought about the Bhlat outpost’s similarity to this, so he was right, but my gut was telling me otherwise.

The corridor ended, and a larger doorway sat closed. “Step out of the way,” Rulo said, raising the pulse rifle again. I stepped around her and smiled.

“You never know,” I said and tapped a button on the side of the door. It slid open with ease, and a lift rose to greet us.

“Show-off,” Rulo said, but she smiled back, her sharp teeth seeming a little less threatening than usual.

We piled inside the elevator hesitantly, and there was just enough space for all of us to stand with our supplies.

Kimtra messed with the console and found what she was looking for. “There appear to be six stories, but which one do we check first?”

“Can you see where the lift just came from?” I asked, wondering if it could be that simple.

“Great idea. It shows the lowest level. We’re on the highest now,” Kimtra said.

Rulo said it again under her breath. “Still a show-off.”

The door slid closed, and we proceeded downwards. In seconds, the door opened, and we were no longer in a corridor. It was a large room, crates upon crates piled high to the twenty-foot-tall ceilings. Some were locked metal boxes, others wooden, yet others made from unfamiliar materials, all in different shapes and sizes.

“What is this?” Hectal asked, stepping into the room with us all spreading apart, looking for signs of danger.

Something fell from the far corner and slowly rolled toward us. A being followed it, looking down to the ground as it walked. It muttered something I couldn’t make out and stopped when it picked up the object. It looked up, meeting our gazes. Rulo and Hectal had guns up, ready to fire if necessary.

The man had dark gray armored skin, was bald, and had the same snake eyes as the Keppe.

“It looks like we’ve found Polvertan,” I said quietly.

The Motrill raised his arms in the air and gave us a rebuked grin. “Don’t shoot?”
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“We’re here to bring you home immediately,” Rulo said, walking toward our target. He stumbled backwards, gripping the object that had rolled toward us.

“You can’t do that,” he said, this time with authority. It was as if he’d suddenly remembered his rank and power.

“And why is that?” I asked, my foreign words translated so he could understand them.

“Who or what are you?” he asked, squinting in the dimly-lit room.

“My name’s Dean Parker, and this is Zeke Campbell,” I said, motioning to my friend.

“Slate, call me Slate,” he said, rolling his eyes at me.

“Polvertan, we are ordered by your father to bring you home safely. What are you doing here?” Kimtra asked, her voice softer than Rulo’s had been.

“Call me Pol, please. Only people that hate me call me Polvertan, which would include my parents,” the Motrill prince said. He wasn’t as thick as the Keppe, but you could tell they were cut from the same cloth. Yope had said they could reproduce together, and their story of sharing a new colony added up now that I saw the two races side-by-side. It made me wonder if New Spero should expand to a second colony, somewhere like Haven, to live among other races. A handful of humans already lived there, but not on a permanent basis.

“You didn’t answer her question. What are you doing here?” I asked, asserting myself.

He looked at me and hesitated. “Dean, is it?” I nodded, and he continued. “I can’t tell you. How did you possibly find me? I did everything to keep my location hidden.”

I pointed at Kimtra. “She’s the brains. Tracked your engine residue all the way to the water and knew there was only one way to go, which was down. It was easier than I expected,” I said, making it seem like we did this every day, all day long. “Also, you left a location tracker outside the crevasse above.”

Pol’s straight back loosened then, and he slouched forward, his hand going to his face. “I found it. I seriously found it, and now you’re here.” He sat down on a crate, and I walked over to him, sitting on a nearby wooden box.

“What did you find? Where are we?” I asked, genuinely curious. Part of me was in a rush to grab him and drag him out of here, but we seemed safer here while a hurricane was going on outside on the island.

“We’re a hundred thousand light years from home, that’s where we are,” he said, and Kimtra took a quick sharp breath.

She hustled over and knelt beside the Motrill man. “What do you mean?”

“Have you ever heard of Fontem before?” He asked the simple question, and I shook my head. The others did as well, except Kimtra.

“Sure, but only in passing references. Wasn’t he some famed collector from a few thousand years ago? Terellion, if I’m not mistaken,” she said.

“I’m impressed. Not many have heard the tales of Fontem. He wasn’t just a collector, he was the collector. He had artifacts from every single race to ever exist,” Pol said, his hands and eyes animated as he spoke.

“Even the Theos?” I asked casually.

“Even the Theos. I found a crystal in his catalog said to be from their homeworld.” Pol stopped talking, probably wondering if he’d said too much.

“Where? Here?” Kimtra asked, getting to her feet.

The crates around us started to make more sense. “Are you saying this is his collection?” I asked, looking around.

Pol smiled lightly and adjusted some metal bands on his forearms. “It is.”

“How did you find it?” Kimtra asked. The need to know burned through her question.

“I’ve spent over a decade trying to track it down. And I did, and now you’re here to take me away, back to the life I don’t want. Do you have any idea how hard it is to be someone you’re not? To step into someone else’s shoes and deal with things you have no desire to deal with?” Pol’s eyes were large and glossy as he asked the question of the room.

I answered. “I do. I know exactly how that feels. And you do it because you have to. Because they need you to.”

“I suppose you’re right. Is there any way you can let me go through the rest of the catalog before we leave? I have to find it,” he said, but I didn’t believe his words. He’d given in far too easily.

“Find what?” I asked.

He wouldn’t answer me. “Something I need.”

I didn’t like the sound of this. Was it a weapon he was searching for?

Rulo smiled faintly, and a shiver shot down my spine. “I suppose we have some time,” she said, running a hand along a stack of metal crates.

____________

I stood at the end of the room, looking out the now-activated viewscreen at a vision that was far away from home indeed. We were in a ship, a cloaked one, hidden from any sensors or eyes, according to Pol.

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” Slate asked me quietly.

“No. No, I haven’t,” I said, in awe of the colorful glow among the distant stars. A planet was close, only twenty thousand kilometers away, with three moons around it. Oranges and pinks danced on the edges of the moons, and I had no idea what kind of anomaly we were seeing. Kimtra wasn’t even sure.

I left the viewscreen, feeling sick to my stomach that I was so far away from my family. Mary and Jules were in orbit around the small world where an island was under threat from a storm, and we were one hundred thousand light years away, on a two-thousand-year-old ship.

Kimtra was working closely with Pol, searching through the records.

“Did he expect someone to come looking for it?” I asked, knowing nothing about this Fontem the Terellion.

Pol shrugged. “I’m not sure. The clues weren’t easy to find. The last clue came from the library on Bazarn Five.”

“I’ve been there,” Slate said casually, and Pol’s eyes widened. “Dean didn’t make it. He went to see the real library while we were there.”

Pol stood. “The real library? What are you speaking of?”

“The real secrets are held under better security. Obviously, you didn’t need it.”

“I may, because the manifest is under a code of some sort. Why would he go to all this work to hide the artifacts, then not allow access to someone smart enough to find them?” Pol asked.

“Maybe he figured someone with enough resources to find his secret cache would have done so with credits and not honor. He was protecting the universe from whatever’s in here,” I suggested. “What have you found?”

Pol sat back down, deflated. “Fontem has a lot of cool things. I found the portal web, like the one used when you enter the cave.” He pointed to a section of shelving he’d set items on in a specific order. I walked over to it, seeing the small devices clipped together.

“How does it work?” I asked.

“One side is placed at the destination. It sends out an invisible beam until it touches any surface. The entire wall becomes a live portal once the other side is activated in the same manner,” Pol said. “Trick is, you have to manually add them to each spot,” he said dismissively. He wasn’t worried about something like that; he had bigger fish to fry.

“What else?” I asked, sensing value here. I swore I was done when I got home. Done with saving the world, done with endlessly traversing through the universe by portals and vessels. But deep down, I knew that wasn’t going to happen. The Kraskis’ return was too much to ignore. They knew I was alive, and they had the backing of one of the most powerful men out there, Lom of Pleva. I wasn’t going to get the early retirement I wanted.

Whatever happened, I’d keep Mary and Jules safe. If there was anything in this room that would help ensure that, I was taking it with me.

“Voice changer. Simple technology that’s been used for years, but this one is a translator too. I’ve seen them as two plug-ins before, but not in one,” Pol said. “Worked with my existing system.”

“Where’s that one?” I asked.

“Second shelf. Small black box.”

I grabbed it, opening the container to see a button. “How does it work?”

Kimtra came over, and in moments, she had it functioning. “It will work in your EVA.”

“Mind if I…?” I asked.

“Go for it,” Pol said dismissively.

I slipped it into my pocket. “What else?”

____________

“It’s time to go,” Rulo said. Almost every crate had been opened. Some were marked with dangerous symbols, and Rulo had the most interest in those. She and Hectal piled those to the side. They seemed to have no interest in anything that wasn’t directly related to weapons.

I did. I took various tools, things that could give me an edge, instead of weapons that could accidentally blow me up.

Pol glowered in anger, frustrated he hadn’t found what he’d come for. “It has to be here. I know it is. He hid it among this junk. But where?”

It had been a full day, and I was getting anxious to get word back to Starbound that we were okay.

“If you tell us what you’re after, maybe we can help,” I suggested for the tenth time.

“I can’t. It’s too dangerous,” he said.

“Pack it up, Polvertan. Time to bring you home.” Hectal flipped out something from his cart. It unfolded to a flat frame. When he tapped a button on the end of it, the center of it glowed green, and it hovered. It was a portable dolly. He began stacking the found weapons on it, the cart not lowering from the added weight. I’d been wondering how they were planning on transporting the crates out of here. I wasn’t about to carry them.

“Boss, this feels off. Anti-climactic,” Slate said.

“I agree, but since they didn’t seem too interested in most of this stuff, I’m glad to take it.” I looked at the shelf, seeing the portal webs still sitting there untouched. I didn’t have my Relocator from Kareem any longer, since I’d traded it to Sergo. I considered taking both ends of the portal, but there was something in the way Pol spoke about the mysterious device that had me intrigued.

“Ready to go?” Rulo asked from the doorway.

Pol looked back at the room wistfully. “Don’t tell anyone about this place,” he begged.

“We have what we want. Yope will be pleased. No need to bother him with the details of where it actually came from,” Rulo said.

The elevator door opened, and everyone piled in. With the cart, there wasn’t enough room for all of us. I grabbed Slate’s arm and held him back.

“We’ll take the next one,” I said and stepped back as the door closed and they lifted.

“What’s this all about?” Slate asked.

“There’s something inside here that we may need. Pol’s so dead-set on getting it. I bet Regnig will be able to tell us what this Fontem guy was really all about.” I ran to the shelf, grabbing the portal device, and noticed a second one behind it. I grabbed that too and detached the two pieces, setting one down on the ground and activating it at the far end of the room, near the now-inactive viewscreen. It hummed as the barrier glowed and hit the walls and ceiling. When it covered the space, it vanished, hiding from the world. “Now we can come back, secretly.”

Slate looked impressed. “Glad I thought of it,” he joked, and we ran back to the lift just as the doors slid open. Rulo stood inside, hands on the rifle. She looked past us, eyeing the room suspiciously.

“Come in. We’re done here,” she said, and we obeyed. When she turned, I slipped the second piece of the portal into my pocket.


FIFTEEN

Half a day later, we were finally aboard Starbound with our target, Polvertan, in our possession. My fatigued legs plodded across the hangar floor, leaving the Keppe to deal with their new guest. The far door opened, and I saw the silhouette of a human. It was my human, Mary, and with renewed energy, I jogged over to her and Jules. The baby was wriggling in Mary’s arms, and I reached out and took her after setting my pack down.

“Dean, can you promise this is the last time you’ll run off for a while?” Mary asked, her voice serious.

I hugged her one-handed and kissed her on the lips, fully aware of what I must smell like. “I’m all yours.”

“Good. Now how about a shower?” she said, finally cracking a smile.

An hour later, we sat in our quarters. Jules lay on her back in the middle of the bed, eyes closed, drool softly falling from her mouth.

I told Mary about the room, and being so far away on a hidden ship. It was hard for me to believe as I told the story.

“Are you sure it wasn’t just a fake image on the viewscreen?” she asked.

“It could have been, but I don’t think so.” But if this guy went to all this trouble to hide something in that room, he might have added a fake viewscreen, showing stars and space out the window that weren’t really there. “Either way, I got some cool stuff. We’ll have to see what Regnig thinks…”

“Dean.” Mary cut me off. “What are you doing?”

“What do you mean? If there’s…”

“If there’s what, Dean? If there’s what?” Her voice grew in volume, and I knew I’d messed up.

“I’m sorry. Forget about it,” I said.

“We said we were going to try to be normal. A normal family. Remember those three months on Sterona? Every day, we talked about going home. Spending time in our house, letting Maggie lick our baby’s face so they could grow up best friends. Letting us bond together again as husband and wife, not as partners in a space journey. I need us to be normal, Dean. I can’t do it anymore. I’ve been through too much. We’ve been through too much.” Tears fell down her cheeks, and I knew what to say.

“You’re right. I get so caught up, it’s hard to turn off sometimes. We’ll put it behind us, and live our life for ourselves. Let’s get home.” I stretched my hand across the bedding and found hers, squeezing it lightly in my grip. I sat there trying to convince myself that I could be happy without all the drama and conflict. I even half believed it.

“Thank you,” she said, and we both lay down, Jules sleeping soundly between us. “It’s time for us to be a family.”

____________

The next couple of weeks went by without incident, at least for us. I stopped going to any meetings and did my best to relax. Sitting in on bridge meetings about Starbound-related matters was the last thing I needed to be doing, so Mary and I spent the time together with our baby.

We often ate meals with Slate, Nick, Leslie, Magnus, Terrance, and Suma, though we also integrated with the crew a lot. The Keppe were a strong people, but fun to be around. While they could be serious and fearsome when needed, most of them had a playful energy, Hectal most of all. He and Slate used the strange workout gear almost every day, and after I tried to join them once, I decided I’d stick with walks up and down the immense ship’s halls.

Mary and I would push Jules around in the stroller-like apparatus we were given. We found the Keppe weren’t so different from us. It was refreshing to be around them, but the feeling of being homesick never left my gut the whole trip.

I’d been running around the universe searching for Mary, and she’d been with the Iskios during that time. Add in the time spent on Sterona, and the period searching for the Theos before that, and we’d been away for almost six months. That was a long time to be away. When we arrived at Keppe, I was so anxious to head straight for the portal that I could hardly contain myself.

“Dean, we have to do the right thing,” Magnus said, setting his meaty hands on my shoulders. Jules lay sleeping in the stroller beside me.

“I know. What? Do we go to the surface and kiss some alien’s ring or something?” I asked jokingly.

“Be serious, Dean. These guys answered my call. You don’t know how lucky you are,” he said, and he was right.

“Sorry, Mag. We know you did everything you could to get us back, and just in the nick of time.” I’d woken up from a few restless sleeps drenched in sweat, wondering if my arms were shackled to the wall, a Kraski with a scar standing in front of me. “Thanks for always being there.”

“Since the moment I saw you and Carey walking down that dirt road in South America, I knew I had to put you under my wing. Natalia probably would’ve left you behind.” He guffawed at his own joke, and I joined him.

Mary entered the hangar with Suma and joined us. “What are you two talking about?”

“How I always need rescuing, and how Magnus has made it his personal mission to get me out of trouble,” I said.

“I know the feeling. We all need someone to save us, right, boys?” she asked.

Suma bent over and pulled Jules’ blanket up. “Everyone ready to get to the surface? I hear it’s hot down there.”

“Jules won’t need that blanket long,” Magnus said as the rest of the entourage entered the hangar.

Slate was with Hectal, Rulo hanging just behind them. Admiral Yope joined us and grimaced when he saw me. I didn’t know if he had something against me personally, or if it was more of a “humans in general” thing.

Pol was beside him, his head still hanging low. I’d spoken to him a couple times, trying to decipher what he’d been looking for in that cache of technology, but he wouldn’t budge. He kept saying he’d go back and make it right. I didn’t press him on it.

Once Leslie and Terrance came in with Nick, we were ready to go. We got into a large transport vessel, three times the size of the one we’d lowered to the small planet a couple weeks ago. The viewscreen was huge, and I watched with interest as we headed out of Starbound and toward their world. It was interesting, with dark red sand tones, and far less water than Earth, or even New Spero. The star was yellow, at least twice as large in the sky as the sun we’d grown up with.

“No wonder it’s hot,” Slate said. “I’m already sweating.”

We lowered through the atmosphere and zoomed down, then across some grassy plains. The fields were dry, brown stalks of unknown vegetation. It wasn’t long before we arrived at a city among the desert. Tall blue glass buildings rose from the ground; white streets snaked across the city, many above ground: a series of overpasses. I watched with interest as hovering trains flew by, our transport vessel flying up and above one as it raced toward us. I could see the heat haze emanating from everything outside and hoped the air-conditioning was working at our destination.

“What do you think?” Rulo asked Slate behind me.

“I think it looks pretty cool. Magnus, maybe we should see about getting some of those trains. Would be a lot easier for the colonies to maneuver around Terran locations,” Slate suggested.

Magnus nodded. “That’s a great idea. I’ll mention it. We could bring one piece-by-piece through the portal stones, if needed.”

I hadn’t shared my new portal barriers with anyone but Mary. It would get too many questions, and I had a feeling I was going to need them eventually.

Slate was one hundred percent right. As New Spero expanded with the incoming Earth population, things were being built, but it was still tight. We needed to expand to more Terran sites and grow our existing ones. While some locations specialized in manufacturing, we still didn’t have great interstates set up for transporting goods or people.

I was curious to hear what plans were in the works for logistics like this. I was so far removed from the colony, and I wanted to integrate myself into my home more when I was back. Mary had suggested I apply for mayor of one of the sites, but I didn’t see myself as a behind-the-desk kind of guy any longer. When I’d told her I was too young for the gig, she’d laughed at me, saying I was forty and had already lived a lifetime.

“I’ll make sure you meet anyone necessary,” Yope said. “I think we’ll have a long relationship now, and the Keppe look forward to trading and learning from one another.” He turned from his front seat and looked me straight in the eyes when he spoke. There was something about the tone of his voice that made me uneasy.

I still didn’t know what the trade-off had been to get their help. Magnus said I’d know in due time. I looked at Jules and hoped it wasn’t some sort of Rumpelstiltskin deal. She started to cry, waking up in an unfamiliar setting, and I picked her up, feeling her warm body against my chest as I cuddled her close. I kissed the top of her little head and smelled it in the process. She was mine. It was hard to believe, but I loved her with every ounce of my body. A baby. Amidst all the chaos of our lives, somehow Mary and I had created something so perfect.

“Thank you, Admiral,” Magnus said, breaking the silence. I realized I should have answered him, but I was lost in my own contemplation.

The ship carried on, down to the far end of the sprawling city. There were a lot of high buildings, but also miles of housing units, not unlike our suburbs. At the end was a large rounded building with a landing pad half a mile from it. That was our destination. We passed through an energy field before nearing the ground.

“Welcome to Oliter, everyone,” Yope said, standing as the transport ship touched down lightly. The Keppe pilot had done this a million times before, judging by the soft touch he displayed.

The doors opened, and the heat instantly enveloped us. It was like the time I’d flown with some friends to Phoenix in the summer, but twice as bad. For a second, I struggled to find my breath, and I noticed the other humans, and even the hybrids, with the same look across their faces as me.

“Come,” Rulo said, waving us out of the vessel and onto the white landing pad. A few other ships hovered on the hard surface nearby, some resembling the Keppe ships we were getting accustomed to, others looking completely bizarre.

A bus hovered toward us, and soon we were piling into it, the room-temperature air inside feeling like a cooler compared to the heat outside. In a matter of minutes, we were stopping at the front entrance of the rounded building. It was a rusty orange color, nearly matching the sand around us. Ornate windows sat in the structure every few yards, and I counted them vertically, seeing there were twelve stories to the building.

It reminded me of the White House in a way, only in stature, not design. It was clear this was where the leaders of Keppe resided. A shield domed over the area, its blue energy visible if you looked closely. Dozens of large Keppe guards were close by, and I noticed a few on the roof, as well as some walking the perimeter of the building.

“Expecting someone?” I asked, and Yope looked back at me.

“Wait until you see inside. And believe me, what you think we have for security out here, multiply that by ten.” Yope smiled, and I peered around, wondering where they could be. Cloaked?

We exited the bus one at a time and let Yope and the others lead us into the building, up a short flight of stairs, before entering the wide double doors into a grand foyer. Everything was white inside, and it looked to be made from a smooth stone substance, something like marble or quartz. The floor, the walls, some pillars, all the same design. No art or ornaments adorned the walls.

It was cooler inside, but the Keppe clearly didn’t like to run too cold. Their bodies were used to the heat, so they didn’t need to shock them. I guessed our seventy degrees Fahrenheit would be like a winter day to them.

We went by a handful of tall black-armor-skinned Keppe, each with vests on and guns strapped to their waists. They were imposing, each nearly as big as Hectal, the women even bigger than Rulo. They each tapped their right shoulders with their left palms as their admiral walked past them, and when we’d passed through the room, he turned and returned the salute.

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but it wasn’t this. We were ushered into a room at the end of a wide-open hall. A few Keppe walked around, these not carrying weapons. They wore more formal outfits, instead of the vests and functional military-type gear like the ones with us. The men had cream-colored shirts on, their bulk still evident under the thin fabric. They each wore pants reminiscent of capris, coming below the knee but only halfway down their shins. The women adorned themselves with similar garb, but they wore brown.

I’d seen more color on board the ship, but here, they stuck with uniforms, or at least a dress code. “I don’t want to work here,” Mary whispered in my ear, and I laughed out loud, clamping a hand over my mouth.

A few Keppe looked toward me and I put a serious face on, looking around as if to seek the culprit. The doors shut behind us, and I noticed not all of us had entered the room. Rulo, Kimtra, and Hectal had stayed out in the hall, their services no longer needed for the time being.

“My lord, we have brought young Polvertan back safely,” Admiral Yope said, and I glanced to the end of the room, where a Keppe spun around in a hover chair. He was behind a simple wooden desk, the top resting on four thin pillars made from the white marble seen everywhere. A tablet sat there, and he was tapping on it idly, not even bothering to look up at us.

He was a dark gray man, older, but still very imposing with his thick armored skin. “Very well.” He finally regarded us, and his bright orange snake-like eyes caused me to step backwards.

“Mr. and Mrs. Parker, and the others, meet Lord Eren Crul, our supreme leader, bless his family name. They have ruled our people since the first dawn of memory.” Yope said the words, standing proudly.

“And these are the humans we spent so much energy to retrieve?” Crul asked. He seemed to have a bad taste in his mouth as he spoke.

“These are,” Yope answered.

“They don’t look that valuable,” Crul said. The lord stood up now, crossing the tight space to stand before Mary and me. Slate and Suma flanked us, and Crul looked at the Shimmali girl with interest for a moment before locking eyes with Mary. “They are small. Soft.”

Jules took that moment to start crying from her stroller behind us, and Crul’s eyes widened.

“Sorry,” I said, picking Jules up. I bobbed up and down with her, and soon she was giggling. She often woke up afraid, as if she’d been having a bad nightmare. I wondered if this was residual effects of being in the womb while her mother was under the Iskios’ control.

“You have good friends,” Crul said.

“We know that, Lord Eren Crul,” Mary said firmly. “We humans don’t leave friends behind.”

“Is that true?” Crul asked. “I’ve done some digging, and I’ve heard a lot about your race in the past couple months. If I were you, I’d consider this Kraski attack a blessing to you.”

“And why is that?” I asked quietly, still looking at Jules smiling toward me.

“Because you were on the brink of self-destruction. Sometimes it takes a catastrophe to bring a people together.” Crul said this like he had experience on the subject. “I suspect your world wouldn’t have lasted long, the way you were going.”

I couldn’t deny it. He was probably right. “That may be so, but losing half our population in the process doesn’t seem like a win.”

“Could have been worse. Oh yes, with the Kraski, it could have been worse. Dean Parker. The name being whispered in a lot of corners of the universe. The human who not only stopped the Kraski invasion, but killed the lot of them. You also ended the Deltra’s betrayal. That one surprised me, because the Deltra always seemed unusually cunning. Some of the best inventors I’d ever met.”

I thought of Kareem, and how good of a friend he’d become. “They only did what they thought they had to do to free themselves. I can’t fault them.”

Crul nodded, still content to discuss the topic. “And the Bhlat? I hear you bargained with the Empress herself. Quite the surprise. I’ve never been able to meet with her, yet you managed to be in a struggle with them and come out on top.”

I shifted from foot to foot nervously. I didn’t like the way he was looking at me now. “It was my turn to do what I needed to do.”

“Give away your planet. That’s a new one, but a good solution. Too often, everyone defaults to violence. Too often, we have heavy losses when diplomacy may have worked better. You have done both. Which way do you prefer?” Crul asked.

“I prefer to not be in a struggle in the first place,” I answered.

“We are always in a struggle. Always. Humans were in a struggle with themselves before this and may end up that way again if you’re not careful. Believe me, we know. We’ve been around a long time. You may not have an enemy at your doorstep now, but you will. Oh, you will.” Crul turned and walked toward his desk. Yope stood by his side, listening closely.

“We’ll deal with it when we get there,” Mary said.

“What have you done, Mrs. Parker?” Crul asked.

Mary started to speak but stopped when Yope whispered something to Lord Crul, whose eyes widened. “You were the one? All of that destruction by the Unwinding? I heard the tales, but didn’t believe it until I saw the feeds.”

I stepped forward, Jules still in my arms. “Back off, Crul. She didn’t do any of that. It was the Iskios.” I spoke in a low growl.

“Yes, the Iskios. Tales of them snatching children from their beds if they were ill-behaved are still used to this day. Maybe now they’ll work once again.” Crul dismissed me with a wave and stared at Mary. “Impressive. And this threat is over?”

“Yes,” I answered.

“Let me guess. The great Dean Parker had something to do with it?” he asked.

I didn’t answer, but Suma spoke, startling me. “Dean Parker is a great man. He helps anyone in need and cares about everyone so much. I’m proud to know him, and even more proud that he gives me attention and respect. Don’t belittle him and don’t take him for granted. It won’t do you any favors.”

My heart melted as the small girl spoke about me. She was a great part of our team, and it was almost embarrassing to have her speak of me like that.

“And who are you?” he asked.

“I am Suma, daughter of Sarlun the Gatekeeper,” she said proudly.

“The Gatekeepers. An honorable group.”

“Mary, Slate, and Dean are members of them too,” Suma said, and now Crul laughed, a smooth throaty sound that filled the room.

“Of course they are. Of course they are. Why wouldn’t they be? What are we going to do with you all?” He looked past us toward the hybrids and Magnus. “Magnus, we may have to change our agreement.”

Magnus folded his large arms over each other at his chest. “I don’t think so, Crul. We made a deal, and that’s the one we’re sticking with.”

“What’s the arrangement?” I asked, still unsure what Magnus did to receive their help.

“Your large friend here has agreed to captain one of our exploratory vessels for a while.” Crul looked amused as he spoke.

I turned to look at Magnus. “What’s a while?”

He glanced to his feet. “Three years.”

“Three years!” I shouted, and Jules began to cry. Mary reached for her daughter and took the small baby from my chest.

“Dean, what was I supposed to do? They wanted new blood. A new ally, and when I talked about my history and leading our fleet back at New Spero, he suggested this was a reasonable transaction. I took it. Would you rather we left you on Sterona? Things weren’t going so well for you. Remember the Kraski and the robots?” Magnus asked.

“What did you say?” Crul asked.

“Which part?”

“The Kraski. You said the Kraski.” Crul strode over to Magnus, getting closer to my large friend than most men would have.

Magnus defiantly stared around Crul toward Yope. “You didn’t tell him? I know you have communication with home from Starbound, so why didn’t you tell him?”

Yope paled slightly. “Lord Crul, I was waiting for the right moment to tell you.”

Now it was Yope getting Crul’s anger. “To tell me what?”

“Dean was captured on Sterona right before we arrived. We arrived to find ships of an unknown origin in orbit, and when they fired on us, we destroyed them all,” Yope said.

“And what of this Kraski?” Crul asked.

“They took me, separated from the others,” I said. “I think it was Lom of Pleva’s robots. At least, one of his companies manufactured them.” I paused while Crul turned to me, eyes wide. “I was talking with someone in the shadows of the room I was chained inside, and as I was pulled out by the rescue team, I saw him. A Kraski.”

Crul was leaning against his desk, looking smaller than before. “Are you sure?”

“I’ll never forget what they look like, Lord Crul.”

“Very well. Leave us. We have a lot to discuss,” Crul said.

“Can we go home?” I asked, reaching over and grabbing Mary’s hand. Slate locked eyes with me, a worried look on his face.

Crul waved us away as he sat down behind his desk. “No. Not yet.”


SIXTEEN

“Where’s the portal room?” I asked Magnus after we were escorted to some quarters at the rear of the building. The rooms were sparsely decorated, favoring function over style. The few of us sat in a common area in the center of the dormitory-style rooms.

“It’s under this structure, but there’s no way we’re getting there without a fight.” Magnus leaned back on the uncomfortable bench. He ran his hands over his face and let out a deep sigh.

“Three years being a captain on a Keppe ship? What the hell, Mag?” I asked. I was angry he’d make that bargain, but compared to what they could have asked, it didn’t seem that bad. I knew I’d have to swap with him. There was no way I’d let him be apart from his family for that long. Mary looked at me knowingly, reading my mind like only a spouse could do. She shook her head slightly, not enough for anyone else to notice.

“I had no choice.”

Slate rose and poured some liquid from a pitcher they’d left us. He filled seven glasses and handed them out to our group. “This Crul is quite the character, hey?” he asked.

“He’s something,” Mary said under her breath.

“He’s got an attitude, but I don’t think he’s that bad,” I said. “The Keppe and Motrill have had a hard time, no thanks to the Kraski. I think they want allies. That’s why they helped us, and that’s why they’re asking a human to captain a ship. And think of it this way. We get the Keppe on our side, and we get their cousins too.”

“Throw in the Shimmali, and even the Bhlat to an extent, and we’re starting to get a little team going on out here,” Slate said, and Suma nodded beside him.

“Haven is happy to help where we can too. We have some connections,” Leslie said, and Terrance agreed.

“Don’t forget about your new friends on Bazarn, Dean. Garo Alnod isn’t to be taken lightly,” Mary said.

I suddenly thought about Karo, wondering how he was adjusting to life on New Spero. He was the last living Theos, and that had to be hard on anyone. I was looking forward to getting home for many reasons, and talking with him was one of them.

“You guys are right. Maybe this new relationship is of value. We’ll have to make another deal, though. Magnus, you can’t do this.” I took a sip of the liquid and found it bitter. We’d had this on board Starbound, and I usually stayed away from it. Hectal said it grew brain and muscle tissue, but all it seemed to give me was a sore throat.

“What’s done is done. I’ve already talked about it with Natalia, and she’s going to join me, with little Dean and Patty,” Magnus stated.

“Seriously?” Mary asked. “Nat went along with it?”

“She did.” Magnus took a drink and grimaced. “She understood it was the price to pay to get you four back safely.”

I couldn’t believe it. We had friends that would sacrifice so much for us. My eyes began to well and I turned away momentarily, hiding my reaction.

“Plus, three years on a cool ship like Starbound? Exploring space like a real captain from a TV show? Tell me that doesn’t sound a little bit fun,” Magnus said.

Slate shrugged. “If you look at it that way, then maybe.”

“I think you’re an honorable man, Magnus,” Suma said, and Magnus smiled at her.

“Thanks, Suma. Let’s just hope the mission is a safe one, free from space battles and drama. Plus, I think it will be good for the kids to grow up around the Keppe. They’re a strong and good-humored bunch who work hard, but still have close families,” Magnus said.

I still felt bad, but seeing Magnus light up at the prospect of doing something like this put me at ease.

We broke for the night, heading to our rooms. An hour later, we were settled in, Jules slumbering near our bed in a Keppe crib.

As soon as my mind shut off, and I drifted into a dreamless sleep, I was shaken awake. Rulo stood at my side. She spoke in a whisper, but I didn’t have my translator on. I got up and followed her out, grabbing my earpiece in the process.

“What is it?” I asked, worried.

“Lord Crul would like to speak with you,” she said.

“I’ll get the others,” I said.

She shook her head. “Just you.”

I had the urge to wake Mary, to let her know where I was going, just in case, but seeing her sleeping so soundly, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I threw on one of the Keppe robes hanging on my door and cinched it around my waist.

I followed Rulo to a room across the building, and it took a few minutes to get there through the deserted halls. We barely spoke, and when we arrived at the destination, Rulo opened the door, motioning me inside. She turned and stood there at guard. So this was to be a private conversation, late at night, with Rulo, someone Crul trusted, at the door.

The room was dimly lit, and I was surprised by the setting. Compared to the plain white of everywhere else inside this place, this room was the opposite. Black floors were accented by colorful furniture made from exotic woods covered by smooth patterned fabrics. Artistic shapes danced slowly across long screens on the walls.

“Have a seat,” Crul said. He was wearing a muted robe, and I didn’t know if it was a formal garment or a dressing gown.

“What can I do for you in the middle of the night?” I asked, hoping the words had enough edge to them. I didn’t want him to think I was cowed by his power. It would take whatever trace of the upper hand I had away from me.

He didn’t seem taken aback by my comment. “I wanted to talk.” His smooth words translated into my ear, and I nodded.

“Okay, let’s talk.”

“You seem put off by me,” Crul said plainly.

“I’m stuck on your world when all I want is to get home. It’s been far too long, and my wife and I have been through a lot. Not to mention my exhausted friends, who are constantly sticking their necks out for me.” I sat down on a chair, surprised that it was more comfortable than it looked.

“I understand,” he said.

“Do you?” I was getting tired of talking with him. “Can we get on with this?”

“Dean? Do you mind if I call you that?” he asked.

I shook my head but said, “Be my guest.”

I wasn’t sure if the phrase translated, because he gave me a blank stare before continuing. “I despise the Kraski. Our war with them over the colony was something every Keppe will remember for a long time. The way they killed the first settlers in their sleep, the suicidal advances they made when we brought the fight to them. They were merciless, and we lost a lot of good people. A lot.”

I leaned back, trying to let myself see it from Lord Crul’s perspective. I was beginning to understand him a little better. “I hate them too,” I said. “I hate them for what they did to my people. I hate them for enslaving the Deltra and making them turn on their own values. I hate them for creating the hybrids and brainwashing them to their will. I hate that I was married to one of the hybrids, and that I actually thought she loved me.

“I hate that the original hybrid I fell in love with didn’t die from sickness on Earth. She lived on, and I found out when we chased her across the galaxies to a Bhlat outpost. I had to watch my brother Slate shoot her like a target, as he was trained to do. I hate that every time I see him, I think of that moment.” I buried my face in my hands but kept talking.

“I hate them for everything they’ve done, and it all led to Mary and me being on a crystal world, where the idle Iskios sat, waiting for someone worthy to come and set the Unwinding free. I hate that Mary was taken, and it all started the moment the Kraski came for Earth.”

Crul smiled in a pained, understanding way, meant to comfort me. “I see we are not that unlike one another, Dean. Why did they come for you on Sterona?”

“I don’t know. I honestly don’t know how they found me either. The one spoke to me about regrets. He wanted me to atone for my misdeeds, I think.” It felt good to confide in Crul.

“How does Lom of Pleva play into this?” he asked, and I was unable to tell if he recognized the name.

“I don’t know that either. I’ve never seen the man, just heard the name whispered around me behind closed doors. He’s like a ghost. Garo Alnod thinks he’s after him,” I said.

“You know Garo Alnod?” he asked.

I nodded. “A few months ago, I saved his daughter from a robot pirate ship that was marked with Lom of Pleva’s trademark.”

Crul laughed. “You seem to be at the center of everything. I’ve read of people like you, Dean.”

“A Recaster?” I asked, seeing surprise well in his eyes. I wasn’t sure if the word translated properly.

“Yes, a Recaster. Few know of them, and fewer have ever met one. I now think I have. Where did you earn that name?” he asked.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said, thinking about the two-foot-tall bird man, who only spoke telepathically.

“If you say so, but I feel at the center of something big here. The Keppe have stayed to the side of a lot of conflicts over the centuries, until the Kraski forced our hand. I want to bring the fight to them. I want you at my side.” Crul leaned back.

“No.” I didn’t hesitate to say the single word. It was the easiest response I’d ever made. “I can’t. I have a family. A home. I need to be there, with them. I’m sorry, but the fight isn’t mine anymore.”

“They’re after you, Dean. They’ll come to you,” he said, and I knew then that he was right.

“Then they will find a very pissed-off enemy when they do.” I hoped my bravado carried over, but inside, I was worried he was right.

“Good. Think on it. I don’t need an answer today. You can go home tomorrow. Rest now.” Crul smiled again, this time baring his sharp teeth.

“You’re not as bad as I thought,” I said, grinning at him.

“Neither are you, human.” He said the last with a laugh.

“While we’re so chummy, can I change your mind on Magnus coming aboard for three years?” I asked, crossing my fingers mentally.

He shook his head. “A deal’s a deal. He’ll be safe. I think it’s a good exercise, and one we’ve never extended to any other race outside the Motrill.”

I nodded. “Fair enough. What will happen to Pol?”

“Polvertan is a kid. He’s so angry about losing his mother in the Kraski war, he has this insane idea he’ll find a time-travel device and bring her back. He wants to stop the war. Time travel isn’t possible, Dean. Young Polvertan won’t accept that.” Crul lost his smile. “Rulo will show you to your room.”

“Thank you. Have a good night, Lord Crul.” I extended my hand. He looked at it and did the same. I grabbed his and pumped it twice before turning to leave the room.

As Rulo and I silently walked the halls towards my room, I couldn’t help but think about the time-travel device Pol had been looking for in the secret cache we’d been inside.


SEVENTEEN

The breeze was cool as we exited the tunnels outside Terran Five. I took a deep breath, the New Spero air filling my lungs. I closed my eyes and took a few more breaths before pushing the stroller down toward the waiting landers.

Magnus took off toward the first lander, and I saw why. Natalia was there with their two kids. We watched as his son jumped into his father’s arms, and soon Magnus was holding Patty, one arm wrapped around his wife. It was a touching moment.

“She’s here,” Slate whispered, and he ran down to the landers, approaching his girlfriend, who was wearing a New Spero police uniform. He picked her up and spun her around, kissing her when they settled to the ground.

Suma had jumped home, and I could only imagine how happy Sarlun would be to see his daughter. Leslie and Terrance had gone back to Haven, saying they’d check in on us soon. The team was being broken up, but we all lived in different places. It felt strange to not have Suma with us. We’d all grown so close during the three months being stranded together, and then another two plus months on board Starbound.

Mary was wiping tears away as we watched everyone’s reunions, like voyeurs in these private moments. Nat waved at us, and I pushed the stroller down to meet with everyone. Clare was there greeting Nick. They looked at each other with love in their eyes, sharing a welcoming kiss, not caring that we were right beside them.

“Mary!” Clare realized her friend was there, alive and well, and she proceeded to hug Mary like she’d never let her go. “I’m so glad you’re all right.” She looked over to me. “Dean, you did it. I’m so proud of you. Wait… who’s this?” Clare looked toward the stroller, and unabashed tears fell down her face. Natalia arrived and joined her, the disciplined woman showing a softer side.

“Mary, get over here,” Nat said, hugging her for a long time. Magnus arrived, holding his two children close.

“Nat, is it ever good to be home and to see you.” Mary broke the hug when Slate and Denise arrived.

“And who’s this little one?” Nat asked, leaning toward the alien stroller. Jules was awake, small and inquisitive.

“This is Jules.” Mary looked so proud of our little girl.

“Jules? As in Verne?” Denise asked.

I glanced at Mary to see her reaction. We talked about how many times she’d hear that, but honestly, it was a strong name, and she would be proud to carry her grandmother’s name. She’d been a pilot and the main reason Mary joined the Air Force.

I took charge. “Jules Verne did write some of the best exploration stories of the nineteenth century. Plus, Mary’s amazing grandmother had that name, and it only makes sense to honor those we’ve lost and love.”

“I think it’s the sweetest name for the sweetest girl,” Denise said, her index finger wrapped by Jules’ little fingers. She was pulling Denise’s hand toward her slobbering mouth.

“Denise, is it good to have Slate back?” I asked, and I saw the woman’s smile break across her face.

“You have no idea. I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time. Thanks for taking care of him,” Denise said, her hand reaching and squeezing mine.

I laughed. “If you think I take care of him, you’re kidding yourself. He’s saved me more times than I can count.”

Slate puffed up a little bit, unconsciously. He wasn’t that proud, though. “Don’t tell her about dragging my body away from the monsters.”

“Monsters?” Denise gave Slate a look that demanded answers once they were alone.

“Anyway, it’s good to be home. Can we get out of here and get home?” Slate asked.

Everyone agreed, and we piled in to the landers, heading back to Terran One.

____________

Leonard was in the kitchen making coffee when Maggie arrived with Natalia. I felt so bad for leaving the dog again, but she ran over to me, and instead of acting hurt at how long I’d been gone, broke my heart and whimpered sweetly. I couldn’t help but scoop her up close to my chest and get a series of dog licks as a prize.

“Maggie, I’m so glad to see you,” I said, setting her down. She rubbed her face into my leg before lying down with her chin on my sock.

“What’s been going on around here, Leonard?” I asked the young man who’d stayed at our house, watching over it while we’d been away. He’d been so happy to see us home safe and sound, and he took an immediate liking to Jules.

“I put the comics on hold,” Leonard said, and Natalia came inside, sitting around the table with us. We poured coffees, but the simple gesture felt so out of place.

“How come?” Mary asked.

“I’ve been working with the government. I had a little notoriety, since the comics gained so much popularity. It doesn’t hurt that I’ve been on missions with Dean. My efforts in the Bhlat conflict haven’t gone unnoticed, and I’m on the Terran One council now.” Leonard took a sip of his coffee, as if this wasn’t a big deal.

“Leonard, that’s great, buddy,” I said. “I heard rumblings of other Terran sites being erected.”

“There are twelve Terran sites, and most of the originals have expanded quickly. We basically have Terran 1.1 all the way to 1.9 now. With three billion people, we didn’t have room, and the temporary structures built after we moved from Earth were becoming slums. With a little hard work, and efforts from each Terran site, we’ve created homes for everyone.

“Sure, some families still share a house or apartment, but hardly anyone is on the street or living outdoors anymore,” Leonard said, and I loved how he used the word we in his discussion of it. He really was a part of it now, and we needed more minds like his involved.

“I can’t believe there are twelve Terrans. Mary, we should do a tour in a while, see what’s going on out there,” I said.

“We will, Dean, but we’ve only been home for a day. Can we relax and enjoy it first?” Mary smiled at me and picked up Maggie, who settled in for a sleep on her warm lap.

“Can you tell me about the sites?” I was curious about them individually.

“Terran One is our capital, as you know. We house the main military force here, and the government house, Dalhousie Tower, is here. While most of the manufacturing is still done in Terran Three, that’s starting to spread to other cities, since logistics aren’t great here. We have automobile manufacturing in three cities,” Leonard said.

“The Keppe have a hover train we’re trading for,” I said, and Leonard looked excited by the prospect.

“Do we have anyone in negotiations with them?” he asked.

“Not yet, not that I know of,” I said. “Magnus was leading the charge at the time. I’m sure we can get you involved. Are we still against a single leader for the colony?” I knew some people wanted it, while others hated the idea of our whole world under a single ruler. I was on the fence.

“We’re using the term ‘mayor’ for each site, though our populations are larger than most countries. It works, though. Twelve mayors now, each with a group of ten to twenty councilors, depending on population. We’re getting things done and moved,” he said.

Natalia was staying silent, and I wasn’t sure where she stood on the way things were progressing. I’d ask her later. “And we’re full-blown capitalists again, aren’t we?” I asked him.

“It’s split down the line. A lot of people still need social assistance. Do you know how hard it’s been for a village from Namibia to acclimate while being thrust into a city of Irish, Israeli, and Canadians? It was pandemonium for the first year, but things are getting better,” Leonard said.

“And have these cultures tried to forge their own way? Start a village or a town for themselves?” I asked.

“A few have, but the government basically says they have no control over you, and you’ll get no assistance from them. They really want to keep everyone safe and integrated among each other. By merging and mixing all our cultures, they’re trying to prevent the old conflicts from Earth, but I’m not sure it was the best solution.”

“And how’s that going?” Mary asked. “I’m sure thousand-year-old grudges don’t end overnight, even after the Event.”

Leonard nodded along. “You’re right. They’ve had to deal with a few skirmishes, but nothing like they’d expected at first. And yes, we’re using a national credit system for money.”

“A lot of jobs to be had out there during a rebuild,” I suggested.

“There are. Far more than we have able bodies, it seems at times. If you know anyone looking for work,” Leonard joked.

Part of me longed for that life again. Maybe they needed an accountant, but there was no way it was going to happen. I could feel it.

Natalia finally broke her silence. “I don’t think Dean Parker will be seen driving a forklift at the docks any time soon.”

Leonard set his cup down on the wooden table. “Dean, the mayor asked to speak with you when you were able.”

“Do you know what it’s about?” I asked.

“He didn’t tell me. He looked serious, though. As soon as he heard you two were okay and coming home, he called me in right away,” Leonard answered.

“I’ll see him this week. I don’t believe we’ve met before,” I said, looking to Natalia. “Nat, what’s with the Bhlat? Have you heard anything else from them?”

“Da. The Empress did make contact again. I had the other end of the communicator they used to speak with you. Magnus didn’t want to bring it, in case something happened to him. He thought they might take a lack of response as a sign of war. She’s adamant she talks with you.”

One day. I’d had one sleep in my own bed, and already I was supposed to meet with the mayor of New Spero’s capital and try to communicate with the Empress of the most powerful and dangerous race out there. Good thing she was on our side. For now.

As much as I was trying to complain about it to myself, I actually found I was thriving on it. This whole time, I’d wanted to get home to relax and recharge, and give Mary time to heal after the traumatic ordeal. But I needed more, and I knew she did too.

“We’re leaving in a month,” Nat said, and I broke her gaze and looked into my cup.

“I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to have your family turned into bargaining chips,” Mary told her friend.

“I think it might be good for us. Magnus is always under so much stress here. Out there, maybe he can lead the vessel like he’s always wanted to. Less red tape to wade through each time he tries to implement a military process. I think he’s secretly looking forward to it,” Natalia said.

“And the kids?” Mary asked.

“The kids are young. Patty’s a baby, and Dean will be fine. He’s not even in school yet,” Natalia said.

“How about you?” I asked her.

“I love adventure. This is another one I get to go on. While all of you have been chasing the stars, I’ve been stuck at home, for the most part. Don’t get me wrong, I love that we had a family, but I need more.” Nat’s thoughts mirrored my own.

I sat up straight, realizing that I’d forgotten someone important in the whirlwind of getting home. It had only been a day ago that I’d had my talk with Lord Crul about standing beside him in a war with the renegade Kraski.

“What is it, Dean?” Mary asked, sensing my mood change.

“Karo! Where is he?” I asked.

“Don’t worry about Karo. He’s still with us.” Nat waved a dismissive hand in the air. “He’s been a godsend. He cooks for me every night.”

I let out a laugh, imagining the tall ash-colored being with long white hair fussing over boiling pots in Natalia’s kitchen.

“He did like pizza,” I said with a smile.

“He makes it twice a week.” Nat threw a hand over her mouth, and we all laughed about this.

“Can I see him?” I asked.

“He’s all yours when we leave. You can see him anytime,” Natalia said.

I hadn’t thought about that. Karo would need a place to stay. I glanced at Mary, who knew what I was thinking. “Of course he can stay with us. I like pizza too.”


EIGHTEEN

“Dean Parker. I was beginning to think you were ignoring me.” The Empress spoke in clear English. I pictured her swirling red eyes boring into mine, her thick black braids hanging down her back.

“I wouldn’t do that, Empress. I was… incapacitated,” I said.

“I heard all about it. Bravo. Saved the universe from the Unwinding, and protected your wife and child at the same time. What a sacrifice you made. You didn’t expect to return from that, did you?” she asked, and I wondered how she’d gotten this detailed intel. She always seemed to be a step ahead of the competition.

“I didn’t, Empress. I thought I was a goner.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

“Thank you for the ice world’s location. We have already begun our trek there. Your contract is completed… for now.” I didn’t like the way she paused before the last two words.

“What can I do for you?” I asked.

“Are you alone?” she asked.

I was on my back porch steps. Maggie sat beside me, tired from her morning walk. It was cooling off outside, the sun’s red light casting a strange ominous glow over my yard today. “I’m alone.”

“Good. I’ve heard some rumors,” she started and stopped.

“What kind of rumors?” I asked.

“Lom of Pleva is angry.”

“What’s new?” I asked, trying to make it not sound like a big deal. The truth was, I didn’t want anything to do with the guy. He was bad news. As much as I didn’t think the monotony of colony life was suited to me, I’d rather do that than fight anymore.

“What do you know of him?” the Empress asked. I listed the very few facts I had on him, then delved into the hearsay, which was a much longer list. She listened, saying nothing.

“Your turn,” I said when I was done.

“The Kraski are a nuisance. I honestly thought we’d had all of them when we took their world over. We knew some escaped, and those were the ones you met back in what you call the Event, but we didn’t care. Now we learn there’s a planet of them. Multiplying and vengeful,” the Empress said.

“Vengeful against whom?” I asked.

“You and I, Dean Parker.”

“You mean the Bhlat and humans?”

“No. I mean you and I, personally.”

“Why?” Not that I didn’t know the answer already.

“My Admiral Blel attacked their home, killing billions of them. They wouldn’t surrender, and we took what they wouldn’t give. You killed the rest of them. Later, we learned they had a plan in place to take Earth with the use of the hybrids, bought from Lom of Pleva.”

“Did he use these hybrids often?” I asked.

“No. It was a new technology, tested for years before he perfected it with the human DNA. At least, that’s another rumor. We have spies, but not all information is accurate. I fear Lom of Pleva has become sympathetic to the Kraski cause,” she said.

“Why? Why now?”

“Because of you. You stopped his hybrids. You gave them a home.” As the Empress spoke, I realized it was so much more than that. I’d sided with Lom’s nemesis, Garo Alnod. I’d stopped the Unwinding, which could have been profitable for a man like Lom, and I’d taken the Shifter device Lom of Pleva wanted more than anything, and used it. He had every right to be very upset with me, and he likely was. But what did that mean for me? I was beginning to worry for my family and for New Spero. With the wealth he possessed, he could bring a fleet unlike anything we’d ever encountered.

“What do we do?” I asked her, hoping she had some guidance. I wasn’t sure if I could trust the Bhlat, but since that day on board Admiral Blel’s vessel, I’d had no reason not to trust the Empress. She’d been nothing but true to her word.

“We’ll protect you if you need it. Bring your friends to Earth,” the Empress said.

“Earth?” I was shocked. “Why Earth?”

“That’s where I am.”

“What are you doing there? I thought you were using it for resources.” I stroked Maggie’s head, scratching her behind the ear.

“We changed our mind. Earth will be another outpost world for us. We have nothing close to this system, and it will act nicely as a colony planet.”

I seethed at her words. After all that, the Bhlat decided to kick us off and take the planet for themselves. I took a deep breath and tried to push out the anger. Truth was, I’d handed it over. What business of mine was it what they did with it? “You want me to come there? It would take a couple of months.”

Mary and I had seen to that. We’d blasted the corridor under Giza so no one could access the portal room. Now I was regretting it.

“Come. We’ll discuss what to do with Lom of Pleva. Bring your friend with you,” she said softly.

“What friend…” I started to ask, but it all came clear. They’d heard about Karo. How? Did they know that he was a Theos?

“Come, Dean. Come back home.” She was trying to lure me back using emotions, and it was working. What I wouldn’t give to be back on Earth again, to walk the streets of my neighborhood one last time. Only, it wouldn’t be the same any more. They’d all seen to that.

“I can’t,” I said, my shoulders slumped as the words spilled from my mouth. “We’ve had enough. We’re safe here.”

“For how long?” the Empress asked.

“I don’t know. Thank you for your concern.” I left out the fact that I knew it was for selfish reasons. These leaders knew I was special. Lord Crul had even named me a Recaster, and that didn’t sit well with me. The Empress probably knew there was something different about me too. Where I went, strange things happened, and she saw value in my being at her side.

“Consider it. I’ll still be here for a few of your months. We’re rebuilding.”

“Where are you?” I wondered what area they’d settle.

“Your people call it Egypt.”

Why would they go to Egypt, of all places? The answer came to me quickly: the pyramids. The portals were there beneath, and that whole area had an immense energy to it.

Something about what she said struck me that moment. “My people? Have you talked to humans there?” I asked, knowing we hadn’t been able to transport everyone that fateful day.

“Of course we have. They’re everywhere,” she said.

Everywhere. Humans were everywhere. The air was breathable. The ones we left behind hadn’t died after all. Relief flooded my mind and body. I picked up Maggie and held her close. She licked me and wiggled around excitedly when I set her back down.

Maybe I should go to Earth, then. Give them the option of coming to New Spero. “I’ll discuss a visit with Mary and the others. I’ll be in touch.”

The Empress’ voice was soft now. “You know how to reach me.”

“Thanks for the concern for my friends and family,” I said.

“We’re allies, Dean.” The call ended, and I sat there in the afternoon sun for a few more minutes before venturing inside. Mary was at Natalia’s, helping them prepare for their trip back to Keppe. Karo would be coming back with her, and I’d finished setting up his room. It felt odd to be making a bed for the last of the Theos. He was ancient, yet we were treating him like a normal house guest.

When I saw him for the first time since Haven, he’d embraced me like family, stating how much he’d missed my company. Leonard had moved out to an apartment in the city, near Dalhousie Tower, so he could be close to work.

“Well, Maggie. It’s time I visit the mayor and get this over with.”

____________

I walked downtown Terran One and gawked at the advancements like a tourist from the country. High-rises stretched upwards toward the heavens. So many projects were on the go, with construction noises constantly bombarding the streets.

I was a stranger in my own world, my home city that had changed so much lately, and even more so in the past few months. Things were progressing quickly. With the added knowledge shared through our Gatekeeper network, we now possessed technology unlike anything we’d ever seen before. Drones and robots created structures at all hours of the day, never stopping for bathroom breaks or to talk about the weather over coffee.

Even so, Leonard still said we had more jobs than people. Starting fresh on a new world took a lot of effort. Most colonies, from what Sarlun had explained to me, started with a few hundred of their kind and slowly built on that number, adding necessary pieces as they went. We’d dropped another billion onto an already thinly-stretched planet, and were still trying to accommodate for the changes. Considering all of that, I was impressed. We had some great minds working on it, and it was nice to see.

I walked down the sidewalk, with Dalhousie Tower casting a long shadow down the road. Cars drove by, a few people honking as they recognized my familiar face. I’d never get used to the attention. Soon I was in the lobby of the government building named for our previous president, Patrice Dalhousie. She’d been American, and I knew there were some people against using her name on the New Spero office tower, but the vote had passed almost unanimously among New Spero’s council members, according to Leonard.

“Can I help you?” a guard asked. She was idly looking down at a tablet.

“Yes, I’m here to see Abdul Patel,” I said, clearing my throat first.

“He’s on the thirtieth floor. Who may I say is coming up?” The woman looked up, and her eyes went wide. “I’m sorry, sir. Right this way.” She lightly clasped my arm. “Hank, cover for me. I’m bringing Mr. Parker to see Mr. Patel.”

“Thank you” – I craned my neck to see her name sewn into a patch on her New Spero military badge – “Shelley. How long have you been doing this job?”

She bristled with pride as she tapped the elevator button. “I’ve been in this posting since I came here with the initial wave. Well, I didn’t work here, per se, but with the base up until the tower was built. I knew Patrice Dalhousie.”

“I did too,” I said softly.

“Now I feel stupid. You knew her better than most of us,” Shelley said.

I set a hand on her shoulder. “I was only around her briefly. She was with you all for more years on Earth than with the first big wave to New Spero. Many of you spent a lot of time with her. I wish I could have.”

She smiled sadly at me. “You and Mary Lafontaine are amazing.”

“Mary Parker,” I said, and Shelley laughed nervously.

“I keep forgetting. I apologize.”

“Nothing to apologize for.” The elevator lights showed we were at floor fifteen. Halfway to the top. “Shelley, are you married?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Kids?” I asked. She looked about thirty.

“Two girls, sir.”

“Just Dean. You don’t have to call me sir. Do you like living on New Spero?” I was out of touch with the regular residents of our world. I needed to get that normalcy back.

“I love it. We’re part of something new, something important here. It’s our second chance. Thanks to you and the other Heroes of Earth, we have new life breathed into us,” Shelley said. We were facing each other in the elevator, and it was strange to hear her say that name given to the few of us from the Event.

“Do you think we have what it takes to thrive here? Honestly?” I asked, unsure how she would reply.

She waited a moment, and a few floors zoomed by. “I do. I think we’re resilient and resourceful. We’ve made it through a lot and will continue to do so.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear that.” The elevator beeped, and the doors slid open. Shelley led me down a hallway, and to a reception desk.

“Mr. Parker is here to see Mr. Patel.” She turned to me. “It’s been an honor accompanying you. Thanks for taking the time to speak with me.”

“Anytime,” I said, and she walked away. “Shelley,” I called down the hall.

“Yes, sir?” she asked.

“Would you and your husband like to have dinner with Mary and me this week?” If I wanted to know what was happening in New Spero, what better way than to discuss it with two regular citizens?

“We’d be honored,” Shelley stammered.

“Bring the kids,” I added as the secretary motioned for me to enter the mayor’s office. I left Shelley bewildered in the hallway. I would never get used to the notoriety my fame brought with my own people.

Mayor Abdul Patel’s office was surprisingly simple. Everything about Dalhousie Tower was basic. Resources were limited, so it was made from cheap alloy metals, as well as hard resin materials. The designers still ensured it was all comfortable and safe, and I didn’t mind the simplicity of it all.

Wide windows overlooked the water for several kilometers, and the military base could be seen in the distance. Mayor Patel stood from behind a simple desk and crossed the room to meet me as I entered.

“Mr. Parker, so pleased to make your acquaintance. We met once before in Washington, years ago, but you wouldn’t remember that,” he said, his accent thick.

I smiled, indicating I might have remembered him, but the reality was, I didn’t. I’d met a lot of faces and heard a long string of names in the weeks after the Event. Not many of them stuck in my memory of a time that wasn’t much more than a blur for me and the others.

“Thank you for the invite. You have no idea how nice it is to be home,” I said.

“Where were you?” he asked, and I let out a laugh, which I covered with a cough. Of course he didn’t know what craziness was going on with me and Mary. He had a city to run and a world to help steer.

“Off-planet for a while. Anyway, what can I do for you?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Come, Mr. Parker. Take a look with me.” He walked back to the window, and I joined him.

“Quite the view,” I said, taking in the widespread city below and beyond. I hadn’t realized how far Terran One spread out now, and it was impressive. To the west, endless skyscrapers stood; to the east, row upon row of dwellings. I couldn’t imagine the sheer amount of energy needed, or the amount of waste this many people in one area would create.

“Do you know how many people live in the boundaries of Terran One?” he asked.

Clearly I had no idea, and I shook my head.

“Over one hundred and fifty million people.” He was looking outside and didn’t see my jaw drop. I knew the population was huge, but hearing that number was absurd.

“I didn’t know,” I said.

“The Shimmali people have gifted us renewable energy sources, allowing us to never worry about power again. Sewage is transported to the next barren world over. Things we could never dream of before are now possible. Health care is so easy now that most of it’s done by a robot. Cancer, gone. Birth defects, gone. Old age will become a thing of the past.” Abdul kept looking outside as he spoke. “Our population was decimated by the Event, and then we lost a lot more after the Bhlat took our world. But we’re still going to grow exponentially. Without war or illness, we’ll populate and populate. As people become happier, they’ll fall in love and have children, and the cycle will continue.”

“That’s a good thing,” I said.

“Yes. It can be a good thing. We have the space here. The planet can accommodate a lot of people. Pollution is a thing of the past. With our new manufacturing technologies in place, we’ll never kill this world. But we will need leaders, Mr. Parker. I can only do so much, as can the rest of the mayors and their councilors. We need people to help improve conditions at a fast pace.”

I had a feeling I knew where this was going. It seemed a lot of people were in need of Dean Parker these days. “Look, my wife and I have been through a lot. We need some time for things to get back to normal.”

He turned to me and smiled thinly. “Everyone here has been through a lot. We don’t have time to wait for things to happen. We need structure for our people. We need leadership.” He sat down and motioned for me to take a seat in the chair on the other side of his desk. I obliged.

“From what I hear, you guys are doing a good job. Leonard can’t talk to me without singing your praises,” I told him.

“Yes. Leonard is a friend of yours. What a lucky boy he is. Good head on his shoulders too. Terran Thirteen is going to break ground soon, and we need a mayor there. I’d like you to take that spot, Dean. It’s in the southern region. Fertile soil, a lot of fresh water, and potential for so much. It would be a great place to raise a family.”

“I have a great place to raise a family,” I said.

He steepled his fingers. “Consider it. Talk to your wife. Talk to Magnus about it. He would love you to take on a leadership role. He told me himself.”

I doubted this mayor knew Magnus as well as he was claiming. “I will. Thank you for thinking of me.” I got up to leave, and he stood at the same time.

“Dean. The people of New Spero can use a leader. Eventually, when everything is ironed out, we’ll need a single person in charge. Terran Thirteen would be a stepping stone for that. For you to become New Spero’s president, or emperor, or king, if you wanted to be. No one would question Dean Parker, the man who single-handedly saved our race.”

I wanted to laugh in his face, to tell him how crazy he was being. King Dean Parker. Then I wanted to yell at him for ever saying I single-handedly did anything of the sort. But it wouldn’t help, so I shook his hand and left the office, all with a bitter taste on the tip of my tongue.


NINETEEN

Jules’ cries woke me, and I got up first so Mary could stay sleeping. I left the warmth and comfort of the bedding, my bare feet cold against the wooden floors. Jules’ room was beside ours, and I entered, seeing my little girl flailing about, pumping her tiny arms into the air.

“What is it, honey?” I asked her. She kept crying, and I picked her up, smelling one possible reason for being upset.

I quickly changed her before carrying her into the kitchen, where I prepared a bottle filled with her mom’s milk. I saw a reflection and spun, worried someone had invaded my house. My first thoughts went to the gun I kept in the cutlery drawer, but they vanished when I saw it was Karo. The tall Theos was sitting on the couch, his hands wrapped around a mug.

“Good morning, Dean,” he said quietly.

“Hi, Karo.” I sat opposite him, Jules laid across my arm, taking to the bottle with closed eyes.

Karo smiled as he watched Jules curiously. “What a miracle. A spark of Dean Parker in a tiny package.”

“What are you doing up?” I asked.

“I don’t sleep much.”

“Anything you want to talk about?” I prodded.

He looked up at me, and I saw sadness in those bright green eyes of his. “I’m alone.”

“We’re here with you, Karo.” My words sounded empty.

“Not like that. I’m the last of the Theos. There are no more of my kind.”

“Hasn’t it been that way for a long time?” I asked, not trying to diminish his feelings.

“Yes, but then I had a purpose. I was the last, the one to wait for a need. You stopped the Iskios, and now I have no function.” Karo stared into his empty cup.

“I’m sorry you feel that way. I’m looking forward to getting to know you better,” I said, meaning every word. I couldn’t imagine what it must feel like to be the last of your kind.

“Thanks, Dean. And thanks for taking me in. If anything, it’s been interesting to learn about humans. They’re not so different than we were at this infancy stage.”

“I’m glad to learn we’re only in our infancy, and that we have nowhere to go but up as a people. We’re heading to Terran Thirteen today to check out the progress. Would you come with us?” I asked.

Karo leaned forward, his posture a little better. “That sounds like just what I need.”

“Do you miss staying with Natalia?”

“They were a delight. I hope their travels bring them what they want,” he said.

“So do I.” Magnus had left last week with Natalia and their two children. He’d also taken Charlie and the older Carey with him. I’d wanted to ask if I could keep Carey here, but they were too attached to him. He slept beside little Dean each night, and I couldn’t take that away from them. Carey was getting his second chance at racing around in a spaceship. Three years was a long time, and I knew the chances the wonderful dog would be alive when they got back were slim to none.

Maggie woke up, and I could hear her shake her body on the bed before jumping down and joining us in the living room. “Do you want to come for a walk with me and my girls, Karo?” The red morning light cast through the windows; just enough light to go for a walk out here in the country.

Karo got up in answer and stretched. He was tall and had had custom clothing delivered to our house last week. It was in our styles, but he looked out of place, with his dark gray skin and long white hair, in jeans and a hoodie.

Soon we were outside, the air fresh. Smells from neighboring crops accented the breeze, and Maggie ran ahead as I pushed a sleeping Jules in her stroller.

“How are you finding being on New Spero? From what I hear, you haven’t spent much time at home,” Karo said.

I thought about the question long and hard. “It’s been an adjustment. I feel like a stranger among my own people. I walk down the streets of Terran One and I don’t recognize anything anymore.” I needed to get up to Terran Five for a visit with Isabelle and James soon as well. We’d talked over teleconference, but not in person since I’d been back. Isabelle was so excited to be an aunt.

“I understand that better than anyone,” Karo said, idly kicking a rock as we walked.

“Take your time and figure out what you want to do,” I said. “If you want to hide out here forever, you’re welcome to, or you can spend time with Sarlun on Shimmal. Maybe even Bazarn Five, or back to Haven. Whatever you want.”

“I’ll have to see what’s left for me.”

After a few more minutes, we turned around, heading back home. Today, Terran Thirteen awaited us.

____________

The lander trip took three hours. Terran Thirteen was much as Mayor Patel had said. I beheld vast sprawling lakes as we lowered, and farming already started; squares of different crops colored the landscape below us. Otherwise, there were only a few buildings up so far. We landed near the construction, and as the doors opened, I felt the warm afternoon air envelop me.

I took the stroller out, and Mary propped Jules into it. We were bringing her everywhere with us, and I was getting used to pushing a stroller. This was my new reality. At times, I felt a longing for something more, but when I looked down at my four-month-old baby girl, I snapped back to the present. She needed me with her. Mary smiled as we started toward the waiting hosts. Denise walked behind her, in uniform. Slate had urged we bring her as backup. I thought he was being a little too overprotective, but we liked having her around regardless.

“This might not be so bad,” Mary whispered in my ear before kissing my cheek. Since I’d told her about Patel’s offer, she’d been excited. I knew she’d get bored after a year on the acreage as well, though she claimed it was the life we deserved. Mary always had a driving force that needed to be filled. I did agree that she needed some time after her ordeal to get back into normalcy.

Karo got out of the lander, wearing a baseball cap with his long hair tucked underneath. He still stuck out like a sore thumb, but no one here knew he was a Theos, not that the word would mean anything to most of them. He went and stood beside Denise, who glanced up at him and smiled.

“Welcome,” a short woman in a pantsuit said as we neared the small group. She shook our hands. “I’m Sharon, and I work with Mr. Patel. This is Francis, and Bart.” She gestured to the two men beside her.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” Francis said with a French accent and shook our hands. His gaze lingered on Karo in awe.

“We’re happy to be here,” Mary said. “Where do we start?”

Bart took the lead. He was an older man, nearing sixty, with a shaved-bald head and a white goatee. “This is ground zero. We’re building the first residence for the construction crew, though as you know, we primarily have robots doing the grunt work now.” He pointed at the structure behind us, and when I focused on the building, I saw them. Dozens of small drones hovered around the edges of the building, some soldering frames, others lifting and dropping supplies into windows.

“Then we’re creating the basics for a city. We start with a health care facility, schools, and food-processing plants. Once we have shelter, health care, education, and nutrition taken care of, we expand to the rest of things, like recreation, entertainment, and of course businesses for everything in between. We’ve done this with seven Terrans since the initial five were created, with a much sparser population,” Susan said, ticking the areas off with finger counting.

“How long does all of this take?” I asked.

“In four months, we’ll be able to accommodate ten million people.”

I nearly choked at the response.

She continued, “In another six, we’ll house fifty million.”

“That’s ambitious,” Mary said.

“We don’t have time to mess around. We’re overpopulated. Things aren’t getting better in the outskirts of our existing colony cities. We need to spread out on Proxima B,” Bart said.

“You mean New Spero?” I asked.

“Yes, New Spero. I almost forgot, we also set up fire and police in the first stage. Most of the fire protection is built into the structures now, with fire suppression drones. Those came via Shimmal, and have stopped half of Terran Seven from burning to the ground,” Bart said.

“How is crime?” I asked.

Bart looked over to Denise, as if to pass the baton to her for this question. “It’s getting worse. We’re mixing many nationalities together, and tensions get high. We preach that we’re one race, against a thousand others who’d take what we have from out there.” She pointed to the sky; my gaze followed her finger. “Drugs are bad in areas too.”

“Drugs? How?” I asked. We’d left in such a hurry, that amazed me.

“People will look for any way to survive. Some of it comes from things as simple as someone bringing marijuana seeds with them. Others are chemical. Sometimes we’ve seen a complex chemical drug traced back to a faraway world where it’s prevalent.” Denise wasn’t shying away from the questions.

“And how does it get here?” Mary asked.

“We don’t know. We have limited trade with partners across the universe now,” Susan answered, then looked to me, as if giving me credit for that, or blame. “Someone’s sneaking it in. We’re trying to be diligent at the ‘borders’,” she said with air quotes, “but once the recipe is found out, the dealers are cooking it themselves.”

“Other crime? Murder?” I asked.

Francis answered this. “We’ve had a total of five hundred murders in the last twelve months. Considering our population, we consider this a huge win, but it’s still too many.”

It stung to know we were still killing one another. Even after everything, we kept the mentality and capability of murder. I tried not to think how many lives I’d personally snuffed out.

“I heard you might transfer here if we move out this way,” Mary said to Denise. It was the first I’d heard of that.

“Slate too?” I asked.

“Of course. Do you think Slate would let us live three hours from him? He wouldn’t be able to protect us then, would he?” Mary laughed.

Denise nodded, adding, “We want a new start together. This could be a good place to do that.”

“You’re right.” I didn’t have the heart to tell Mary there was no way I was going to accept the mayoral job. We’d discussed it a lot, and she’d ordered me to consider it before answering. I’d thought long enough and didn’t think it was for me. “Plus, I’d miss having him over three times a week for dinner.”

“If you’d like to get in, we can show you the rest of the area,” Susan said, and we followed her to a modified passenger van. It sat taller than most, with enormous windows, twenty-inch tires rounding it out.

We loaded Jules into the mounted baby seat. One point to them for being prepared. Before we knew it, we were heading down the rough road, past miles of land where ground was being tilled, dug, and prepared for the immense city that was to be. Only a few humans were around, and those did maintenance or used tablets to control the drones and robotic machinery doing the heavy lifting.

“We have twenty different neighborhoods planned, each with more than enough amenities to allow our people to thrive. With each new Terran site, we’re relieving the stresses of the other cities. Within five years, we’ll have enough set up to be optimized,” Bart said proudly.

I wanted to ask what human optimization looked like, but refrained. They did seem to have things under control, and I was happy to see it. People really were stepping up to create this new world. Once again, I thought about sharing colonies with other races. Haven already had a human settlement, and they were looking to expand on it. Sarlun wasn’t open to the idea yet, but the Shimmali were happy trading with us. Suma claimed they would change their minds once we’d been around a while.

The Keppe might want to share a colony, perhaps with the Motrill as well. With the goodwill earned between us, and having Magnus and Natalia among them, I could see this happening. I was thinking larger than New Spero. There was so much room out there among the stars. I was drawn to it, like a moth to a flickering flame, but I couldn’t tell Mary that. She wanted to plant roots, and I wasn’t sure what I wanted for our little family. As long as the three of us were together, it didn’t matter to me.

“We’re approaching where the military base will be located. We’ve already begun construction,” Francis said from the driver’s seat. He slowed so we could see the wide frame of the base building. A few Kraski-style ships hovered on a rough landing pad.

“Who’s that?” I asked, squinting at the ships.

Bart grabbed a tablet and tapped it a few times. “Looks like only one ship’s scheduled to be here. Interesting.”

I looked out the window and saw the familiar logo of the New Spero military on the leftmost ship. The one on the right was bare, missing the identification markings.

“Something’s wrong,” I said, my gut sinking.

“What do you mean?” Mary asked.

“That ship isn’t ours,” I said. My voice was tense and low. “We need to get out of here.”

Denise lowered her hand to her hip, touching her pulse pistol.

Susan spoke out. “That’s absurd. Surely it’s just…” The road in front of us exploded, sending the van backwards as the windshield shattered.

Francis let out a scream as the glass cut into his face. I managed to turn and pull Mary down at the same time as we flew back. Jules was facing behind us, and she let out a cry as we landed, skidding to a halt.

My seatbelt was undone in an instant, and I reached behind the seat where the stroller was folded. I grabbed a shield dome from inside a pocket and activated it. The shield had been my idea. With Jules around now, I couldn’t be too careful, especially after I’d found out Lom of Pleva and the Kraski were coming for me. I’d expected Mary to tell me I was overthinking it, but to my surprise, she hadn’t.

Karo grabbed a pulse pistol from a hidden holster, and I was pleased he’d taken it. I had one tucked under my jeans leg on my shin, and I grabbed it while Karo steadied his hand on the van’s side door. All of this took place within ten seconds of the blast coming.

Francis remained screaming in the front, and my gaze darted from side to side, wondering where the attackers were. Could we risk getting out? Would they fire at the van next time and kill us all? The shield that surrounded us would only withstand so much force, and it didn’t stretch to the front seat. Susan was in the middle row beside Karo and she was white as a ghost, a continuous cry growling from her closed lips.

“Dean, over there!” Mary pointed out the passenger side window, and I could see two shadows around the edge of the military base’s corner frame.

Denise wasted no time. She burst out of the van and ran behind it, firing a few pulse rounds toward the enemy. Karo followed her. I got out the driver’s side, my own gun tight in my grip. I ran to the front of the van, ducking low. The front end was damaged, metal digging into my back as I pushed against it. Karo fired more shots, and I realized Mary and Jules were still inside, the shield dome with them.

I needed to draw any potential attacks away from the van. Karo fired from the back of the van again, and I took my chance as he distracted them. I ran forward to the far edge of the construction site. I didn’t get any fire at my feet as I crossed the hundred yards. My back pressed against the metal framework, and drones buzzed above me, soldering joints. I looked behind me, toward the two ships at the landing pad, and saw two bodies sprawled out on the ground, likely dead New Spero military personnel. Had this been a trap for us?

I kept hidden from the Kraski vessel as best I could, trying to determine how many enemies we were up against. I made for the back of the site, ready for anyone to jump out against me. No one did, but I almost tripped over a man at the far corner of the building. I knelt at the limp man’s side, feeling for a pulse that wasn’t there. His hands held a blinking tablet, and I removed it gingerly. The screen showed viewpoints of ten drones, each doing different tasks.

After a few moments, I figured out how to control one of them manually, and I had it fly around the perimeter of the building. There were five assailants. Three appeared to be the same type of robots I’d now encountered twice before. The other two were clearly Kraski, tall and thin in their shiny uniforms, like the ones I’d found when we first rose into space aboard one of their vessels.

They were firing at Karo, Denise, and the van. “Get away from there, Karo,” I whispered to myself, not wanting my wife and daughter to be fired upon. I watched a feed from the drone, seeing the robots send a blast of red energy toward Denise’s gunfire, the impact sending the van sideways. I almost shouted for Mary but bit my tongue.

There wasn’t time to waste. I had to stop them.

I ran around the building and dropped a drone from the sky toward the two Kraski. It had a welding torch, and I turned it on with the touch of an icon, cranking the volume of the gas up to max. A flame shot forward from the hovering drone, and I flew it directly into the pair of Kraski. They ducked for cover, and Lom of Pleva’s robots began to fire back.

It gave me enough time to rush them. I looked up to see Denise and Karo coming to assist me. We fired at the Kraski while they were distracted, felling the first one with ease. Denise took out one of the robot enemies, while the second Kraski fired in my direction. I jumped out of the way, but the beam hit my left arm, sending a jolt of pain through that side of my body.

I fell to the ground hard and tried to roll back to my feet, but overshot it and landed on my stomach. My pulse pistol miraculously stayed in my hand, and when the Kraski approached me, gun at his side, I spun to my back and fired a series of shots. His eyes widened as the blasts took him in the chest. As he fell, I saw two robots behind him, each with red blazing eyes.

One of them sparked as Karo snuck up from behind, hitting it in the back of the neck with a close-range shot. The other fired at me, and I narrowly rolled out of the way. I shot it in the chest at the same moment Denise blasted it in the back of the knees, and it exploded in a pile of bolts. I threw my hands over my head as the shrapnel rained down on me. It had to have a self-destruct feature, because our pistols didn’t hold that much punch.

I was breathing heavily, scanning the surrounding area for any signs of the enemy.

“Are you okay?” Denise asked as she lowered a hand to help me to my feet. I got up, my left arm hanging limp at my side.

“Nothing a little modern medicine won’t be able to assist with.” I’d kept my streak of bad humor while in terrible situations alive. “Is that all of them?”

“I see no one else,” Karo said, and I turned my attention to the van.

Running across the space, I saw Susan climb out and stumble a few steps before stopping.

“Susan, get inside the shield!” I called out as we approached the overturned vehicle. She looked at me, and then upward, her mouth in a surprised O.

It was too late to warn them. The Kraski ship was emitting a green beam: the same one they’d used during the Event. It plucked Karo and Susan from the ground, lifting them into the sky and into the ship. My pendant burned against my chest. I still wore it as a reminder of that day, of our survival. The beam blinded me for a moment, and I blinked hard, trying to see the others inside it.

I shouted in anger at the ship as it moved, standing on the packed dirt road. I uselessly fired at the vessel with my pistol as it started away. The beam glowed out of the ship for a second longer, and a body emerged from the vessel. When the light cut out, the figure fell the few hundred yards to the ground. Susan’s corpse was twisted on the dirt forty yards in front of me.

Denise stood beside me, and we watched as the Kraski ship raced away with Karo inside.


TWENTY

“How does that feel, Dean?” Nick asked, stepping back to admire his work.

I flexed my arm, bending it every way I knew how. My fingers danced as I moved them around, and I nodded to the doctor. “Just like new.”

“Can you tell us again what happened?” Slate asked.

“How many times do I need to go over this?” I asked. We were tucked away in Clare’s research facility, away from prying ears and eyes. Mary was holding Jules close. Both of them were unscathed after the ordeal, and Mary was taking the whole thing a lot better than I was. I’d come close to losing them today, and I could hardly keep my mind from reeling. We were attacked at home. “What I want to know is how a Kraski ship got through to the surface.”

Slate sat beside Denise, who’d changed from her uniform into a plaid shirt and jeans. Nick and Clare were the only others in the room with us. “I talked with the base.” Slate pointed upwards, indicating the station we had orbiting New Spero. Any incoming ships had to clear with them; otherwise, I was told, we had five pulse cannons tucked away in various locations on New Spero, ready to pulverize anyone attacking or arriving without authorization.

“And?” I said impatiently.

“The ship had clearance,” he said.

“How the hell is that possible? They were clearly an unmarked Kraski ship. We let a Kraski ship land on New Spero! They took Karo!” I was standing, my voice close to a yell.

“They say it had a valid ID number. It scanned through,” Slate said.

“Then someone hooked them up. We have a mole on New Spero.” I sat down, running my hands through my hair. I examined my arm and saw it was still pink and slightly raw. Nick had said it would be a few days before it was fully healed.

“Who would possibly have contact with the Kraski? It doesn’t make sense,” Mary said as she patted Jules’ back after feeding her. My little girl let out a small burp.

“I don’t know, but we need to find out. Clare, can you get the ID number from Slate’s contact? Maybe you can go to the station, and see if we can reverse-engineer this code thing. I want to see footage, and records of the Kraski ships interactions with our station. Slate, we need to get Karo back,” I said, glancing at Mary.

“How are we going to do that?” Mary asked me. “We have no idea where he went.”

“Why would anyone want this Karo guy so badly? Were they trying to get you, Dean?” Clare asked.

“I suspect they would have been happy with both of us.” I pulled out the green stone pendant at the end of the chain that hung around my neck. “I was wearing this. Never take it off, and it’s a good thing.”

Mary was wearing Bob’s old ring around a chain on her neck, so she would have been safe too, but our child had no such protection. We’d have to remedy that.

“And why Karo?” I asked. “Because he’s the last living Theos.”

Nick’s and Clare’s jaws dropped, and I noticed Denise’s fell a moment after. Slate must have told her before.

“The Theos? I thought you said they were all dead,” Clare said.

“I did, but a lot happened while we were gone. I don’t want to get into that now. We know who took Karo, and we know who hired them to do it,” I said.

“We do?” Slate asked.

“Sure. This whole thing stinks of Lom of Pleva.” I sat down on the bench beside Mary. “Let’s take the facts. Lom of Pleva helped the Kraski years ago, before the Event. He created human and Kraski hybrids, a decade before the Event occurred. They’ve been in bed with each other for at least that long. The same robots that Lom sent to get the Shifter from Rivo’s ship came to Sterona to get me.

“When they captured me, a Kraski was there interrogating me. We escape, get home, and now a Kraski arrives on New Spero with more of Lom’s robots, and they take Karo.”

Slate leaned forward. “That doesn’t mean Lom of Pleva has anything to do with it. They could have bought the robots off him years ago, in the same deal as the hybrids.”

“He’s right, Dean,” Mary chimed in. “We might be barking up the wrong tree.”

“No. It’s him. I know it,” I said.

“Then where do we find him?” Slate asked, looking from face to face for an answer.

“I don’t know, but I know who does.” I caught the look on Mary’s face as I said it.

“Dean, you can’t do this. We have a family now,” she said.

“Mary, they came to our home. Attacked our family in broad daylight on New Spero. If we don’t bring the fight to them, what chance do we have?” I asked.

She looked tired, resigned to my decision.

“You and Jules can go to Shimmal for a while,” I said, expecting a fight over it. Instead, Mary peeked down to our beautiful baby girl and nodded.

“I think that’s for the best,” she said without looking at me. She’d been through enough. The ordeal with the Iskios had taken a lot out of her, and with a small child, she was constantly being pulled from anything she tried to do. I knew she didn’t have the energy to come with me, and for once, I was glad that she and Jules could be safely tucked away under Sarlun’s protection. I had half a mind to ask Slate to stay with her, but I couldn’t do that. Selfishly, I needed him at my side.

“Then it’s settled. Slate, we go with Mary to Shimmal in the morning, then to Bazarn Five for a quick visit with Rivo and her father.” I ran a hand softly over Jules’ head and kissed Mary on the forehead.

“Now let’s figure out just how we can outsmart this Lom of Pleva.” I went to find a coffee pot. This was going to be a long night.

____________

“Be careful, Dean. You’re not messing with just anyone here.” Sarlun stood at the other side of his office, arms crossed over his pristine white suit. “I’ve done more digging on him since our last visit. He’s got his hands in a lot of bad stuff. Even more than I knew about.”

Mary was beside Suma on the small loveseat opposite Sarlun’s desk. “Do you agree with Dean’s assumption that Lom is involved in Karo’s abduction?”

“I do. Lom’s best known for his genetic obsession. If he knows Karo is the last living Theos, who’s been alive for thousands of years, then he’ll want that man’s DNA. I suspect he wants this secret elixir of life the Theos had. Perhaps he wants to find a way to store his own mind into a stone, until there’s a way to transfer it back to a new body without complications,” Sarlun said.

I’d been so frazzled, I hadn’t put it all together. Sarlun was right. Lom of Pleva definitely was behind this all. He wanted me dead, likely as payment to the Kraski for helping get Karo to him. Only that end of the bargain had failed and I was still open game. My decision to have Mary and Jules stay on Shimmal was even more justified now.

“They still want Dean,” Mary said matter-of-factly.

“I suspect so,” Sarlun said.

Slate stood like a pillar in the corner. His jumpsuit was fresh, his short blond hair recently trimmed. My hand ran to my own thick beard, wondering if I should finally shave it. He looked every bit the devoted soldier. “Sarlun, do we have any idea where Lom is these days?”

“I don’t. I sent some encrypted messages out to the other Keepers, but no one knows. Lom is a ghost. Always has been. When Garo Alnod tried to have him killed in the mines years ago, everyone thought he was dead, but clearly, that isn’t the case.” Sarlun scratched his head; his snout twitched lightly. “We don’t even know what he looks like.”

“Rivo will be able to get that for us,” I said it, hoping it was true. “Mary, who do we still trust on New Spero?” We’d been through this, but my exhausted brain wanted to have someone else help me with something.

She listed the few names off. “Clare. Nick. Denise. Leonard.”

“That’s not many, is it?” I asked.

“Oh, and your sister and James, of course. We all have some distant family out there. I have some cousins in Terran Four.”

“Where’s the Kalentrek?” I asked, referring to the large Shield used by the Deltra to prevent the Kraski from coming to Earth for a few hundred years. It was the same device Magnus and I had carried into the center of the Kraski mother ship, killing them all before dealing with the Deltra’s betrayal. I hadn’t seen it in a long time, but with an impending war against the Kraski, I wanted to have it handy, just in case.

Slate shrugged. “I have no idea. Magnus would know.”

Mary chimed in. “Magnus has to know. Patty would have stored it somewhere safe.”

I pulled the communicator out of my pocket, the one that would allow me to speak to Magnus live, no matter how far away he was. Clare was still having trouble copying the technology. I tapped it, and the device came to life. “Magnus, come in, over,” I said into it, repeating the phrase a few times before getting a response.

“Magnus here,” he said, sounding tired. “Is everything okay?”

“We’re fine. Karo’s been taken by the Kraski.” I cringed as I told him. “They beamed him off New Spero.”

“Are you kidding me? I’ll have their asses!” Magnus yelled into the communicator, and I could picture his hair a mess, neck cords straining in anger.

“We need to know where you stored the Shield, the Kalentrek.” I waited for a response.

“Dean, are we safe to talk about this in present company?” he asked quietly.

“Suma, Sarlun, Slate, and Mary are in the room with me. We’re on Shimmal. Go for it.”

“It’s underground in a bunker, east of Terran Two by seven miles,” he continued, giving me the coordinates. “We didn’t want it to fall into anyone’s hands, so we tucked it away where no one could find it.”

“We might need it,” I said. “Magnus, do you have direct access to Lord Crul?”

Magnus took a second to reply. “I do.”

“Can you send him a message for me?”

“Sure. Let me get my tablet.”

“No need,” I said. “Just tell him I’m coming to see him. I don’t know when, but soon.”

“Anything else?” Magnus asked.

“No, that’s it.”

“What are you planning?” he asked, a nervous twinge cutting through his usually confident voice.

“Something big.”

“Be careful,” Magnus said. “Stay safe, brother.”

“You too. Thanks. Over.”

The call ended.

“We need to leave,” I said. “Suma, can you go to New Spero and work with Leonard to track down the Shield? Bring it back here.”

Sarlun looked like he was ready to deny me the right to bring the weapon onto his world, but he sighed and nodded.

“You got it, Dean,” Suma said with a smile.

____________

“Take care of yourself here, Mary. Sarlun’s vacation home is the safest spot for you two right now.” I hugged Mary tight. We’d spent last night in each other’s arms, and I could still feel her pressed against me when I closed my eyes.

“We’ll be fine here. It’s you we have to worry about,” she said.

I smiled widely at her. “I’m Dean Parker. Accountant extraordinaire.”

“You’re something, but finding a flaw in Lom of Pleva’s bookkeeping isn’t going to win us a war.”

I separated from our hug and picked up a happy Jules. She smiled at me as I made a face, and I nuzzled in close, feeling warmth emanate from her soft cheeks as I stood there holding her. She’d changed everything. I had to be more careful now. I had to protect her above everything else. I had to make it home to be a father to this tiny girl. “I’ll be back. Then we can stop worrying about everything. Once and for all,” I said.

“It feels like we’ll never be able to relax,” Mary countered.

I didn’t reply. Slate was waiting for me in the portal room, and I left Mary after a final kiss goodbye. It stung to leave her there, but we had no choice.

I entered the large white portal room, passing two guards who stood still as I walked to the stone where Slate stood, pulse rifle strapped to his large back. He was ready for action.

I clapped him on the back. “Glad you’re on my side, Zeke Campbell.”

He grinned at me. “No other side I’d rather be at, boss.”

I keyed in the icon for Bazarn, took one last look around the room, and tapped the screen.


TWENTY-ONE

We arrived, and the massive guards at Bazarn Five raised guns to us. They had sleepy looks in their eyes, as if no one had come through the portals in a long time.

I raised my hands in the air. “Dean Parker. Here to see Garo Alnod.”

The lead guard stepped toward me. “I remember you,” he said and motioned to the missing table along the wall. “You broke our furniture last time you were here.”

“Sorry about that. I was having a bad day.” I didn’t want to spend time explaining the Theos icon that was disappearing from my mind as I thought of it. I’d had to break the table apart to draw the shape so I could remember it and find the right place to travel to. It had worked, because shortly afterward, I’d met Karo.

“Right. A bad day. We’ve had a few of those since you were here last. There’s no chance you had anything to do with our planet being attacked last time you were here, is there?” The second guard held his large gun up, a snarl on his oversized face.

“That had nothing to do with me. Ask Alnod,” I pleaded.

“Fine. I’ll see if we can track him down for you,” Guard One said. He turned and tapped at a small console on his wrist. He stepped away so we couldn’t hear what he was saying. The other guard stood somberly, watching us under hooded lids.

“Not much for small talk, hey, boss?” Slate muttered to me.

“Hands where I can see them,” Guard Two said gruffly.

The lead guard turned and motioned us forward. “Garo Alnod will make himself available for you. He’s sending a ship now. Meet it at the northwest corner of the promenade.”

They walked us through the ornately gilded room. I ignored the luster this time, not caring about Bazarn’s opulence any longer. I had bigger fish to fry. We exited the portal room and walked the familiar distance to the steps that would transport us up to the promenade. We were alone in the room, the steps clear of other beings like we’d seen last time. A pair of guards walked the perimeter, glaring at us as we crossed over to the stairs and up through the energy field.

We found ourselves in the promenade. Last time we’d come, it had been packed, scents of food trucks and sweat thick in the air. Now it was quiet. Empty. Dark outside. It was night, and we traversed the open space in utter silence, save for the sound of our footsteps across the stone ground.

“What happened here?” Slate asked, his voice loud in the quiet night.

“I guess an attack on Bazarn was enough to keep tourists away for a while,” I answered.

A ship lowered to the ground right where we were told it would be, and the doors opened as we approached. A Molariun pilot sat up front in the small transport vessel, and she lifted a hand in greeting. She was small and blue, wearing a bright yellow vest.

Without a word, she lifted the ship, and we rose into the sky. We couldn’t see much, other than the odd lights from the empty resorts below.

Slate and I sat in silence for the trip, and eventually, we lowered onto the floating island Garo Alnod called home when he was on Bazarn Five.

The doors hissed open, and we exited. I went to say thank you to the pilot, but the doors were already closing, the ship lifting away. No one was there to greet us. The large bright moon hung overhead; thousands of pinpricks of light were painted in the expanse of space. I took a moment to look at the beauty that was our universe before blinking and jogging to catch up to Slate, who’d walked ahead.

“Quite the house,” he mumbled, looking at the nearby palace.

Someone was coming toward us, and I saw Slate reaching for his rifle. “Don’t. It’s Rivo,” I said.

“Dean!” She wrapped her arms around my waist, and I gave her an awkward hug back. She’d filled out a little since her captivity by Lom’s robo-pirates, and I was happy to see she was looking healthy. “I was not expecting you.” She said the words in English, and I was surprised.

“You’re speaking my language,” I said, tapping my Adam’s apple.

“Father made me get the implant. Said if I was going to take on more responsibility, I needed to do it. I’m happy with it. Makes my life a lot easier,” she said.

The wealthy had a way to implant a language modifier into their brains. I wondered if I’d consider doing the surgery, or if it even worked on a human.

“We’re here on some serious business. Can we come inside?” I asked. Slate was glancing around like a cat hunting in a field of birds.

“Come in. Father is waiting.”

“I hope we didn’t wake you,” I said, trying to be courteous.

“Father doesn’t sleep much. He was up,” Rivo said.

We followed them through the entrance of the palatial home, and up the same stairs, then down the familiar hallway until we were at Garo’s office. Slate looked around with wide eyes.

The door opened, and Garo was in the same spot he’d been last time. “Dean Parker. Come to return my suit?”

“Uhm, I think it’s beyond repair. But it did save my life out there,” I said. Garo had loaned me his spacesuit, which had built-in thrusters. I’d needed those after being blasted away, after using the Shifter to send the Unwinding to another dimension. It had only been six months, but it felt like a lifetime ago.

“I have more. What can I do for you?” Garo asked, straight to business.

“I see Bazarn isn’t the same place. How’s recovery?” I asked, diverting his question for a moment.

“We fought off the invasion. Clearly sent by Lom of Pleva. We’ve been rebuilding since then. We thought it best to close the world from tourists until it was back to normal,” Garo said.

Slate and I took offered seats in the chairs across from Garo. Rivo stood at her father’s side.

“How do you know it was Lom? Was he here?” I asked.

“No. It was a mixture of five different ships. We took some prisoners, but none of them would fess up what they were doing here. The closest we got was from a Luppo. Said they were paid to show up, and followed orders,” Garo said.

My throat was drying up, and I looked around for something to drink. “Were there any Kraski here?”

Garo’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. There were Kraski. What are you doing here, Dean?”

“I need your help.”

“Then ask for it,” Garo replied.

“I need to know where Lom of Pleva is,” I said.

The room stayed silent for a few moments before Garo began to speak. “We don’t know exactly where he is, but we’ve been trying to track his movements.”

“How do you do that?” I asked.

“Spies. I have them in every corner out there, and I pay some high-level informants within his organization,” Garo said.

“Then you shouldn’t have any problem getting the information you need.” It sounded simple enough to me.

“If only it was that easy.” Garo looked tired. The last few months of rebuilding had taken a toll on him, and even Rivo looked stressed. “He’s gone dark.”

“What do you mean? Even his own people don’t know where he is?” I asked.

Garo nodded in reply.

“He has to be somewhere,” Slate said. “Are we one hundred percent sure that he’s still alive?”

“He’s alive. He left me a private message when we were attacked. Before our defenses obliterated the invasion, my personal communication matrix was hacked. When I got back to this office, a message awaited me.” Garo tapped a screen on his desk, and a message started to play. “I’ll have it translate to English for you.”

I raised my eyebrows at Slate, and we both leaned forward as a voice began to talk. “Garo Alnod. Your attempt on my life took guts. You took quite the risk, attempting to end me at my own mine. Your actions mutilated forty miners and their families. So next time you look at your reflection, and you think you see an honorable face staring back at you, think about those people and their children.

“We’ve come for your dimensional shifter. Give it to me… personally, and your people will not be killed.”

Garo paused it now. “We don’t know if he meant those of us on Bazarn or our homeworld.” He pressed play, and the translated message continued.

“Your life is now forfeit. Regardless, you will not live to see your daughter’s next birthing day. Tell her I’m sorry her betrothed had to die. I’m told he went down without much fight.”

I glanced over at Rivo from the corner of my eye and saw her clench her jaw in anger. She had a firm resolve in her posture that I’d only seen hinted at. She looked like someone I didn’t want to mess with, even if she was only four feet tall.

“I’ve left traceable contact details in this transmission. Respond to them if you weren’t killed in this attack. You’ve made a poor choice once again, Garo. We could have been partners, but instead you chose to betray me.”

The message ended.

“Did he expect you to show up and give him the Shifter while Bazarn was under attack?” I asked.

“I think so,” Garo answered.

“And the contact details he supposedly left you?” Slate pitched in.

“Didn’t lead anywhere. Maybe he had a timer on it. Either way, we haven’t been attacked again, and Lom of Pleva’s own people don’t know where he is.”

I had an idea. “I don’t think the contact is gone. I think he’s getting the messages but coding it to make you think he isn’t. He wants information and doesn’t want you to think he got it. Can you tell me how to reach him?”

Garo looked uncertain. Rivo nodded from beside us, and I saw her father taking her advice. “Sure.” I unclipped a tablet attached to my forearm, and he tapped something onto it. “There. It’s in your contact list under LOP.”

“Thanks.” I took the tablet back and reattached it. “I have a feeling he’ll reply if I send him a personal message.”

Garo looked around nervously. “You didn’t bring the Shifter with you?”

“It’s gone,” I said.

“Gone? How do you mean gone? Hidden away?” Garo asked, seeming relieved it wasn’t back in his office.

“Gone as in, I used it, and it’s gone.”

He stood up quickly, his back rigid. “You used it? On what?”

“The Unwinding. A vortex made from the energy of the long-dead Iskios. They were destroying whole systems, one at a time. I had to flip them into another dimension to stop it.”

“Did you find your wife?” Rivo asked, her small blue hand suddenly on my wrist.

“I did.” I smiled at her, and she returned it warmly.

“Good,” she said softly.

“Then you don’t have anything to worry about. The Shifter is gone.” I hoped Garo would be pleased. Instead, he looked at me blankly.

“Then I have no bartering tool left. He will kill me.” Garo slumped in his seat.

“You fended off his attack once,” Slate said. “Who’s to say you don’t again?”

Garo’s four eyes narrowed as he looked at us. “You don’t understand. Lom of Pleva doesn’t let things go. He’ll do anything to see me dead now.”

“I’ll tell him I took the device. I’ll send him a message and take the heat off you,” I said, a bit too quickly. Did I want a bigger target on my back than the one I had already? I thought about the Kraski taking Karo and formed an idea. “Garo, we’re going to war. The Kraski are back, and we need to end this once and for all. I’m working with the Bhlat and the Keppe, and we’re going to bring the fight to them. They’ve taken over a small world, where they battled the Motrill and Keppe twenty years ago.”

“I know of that battle. Many lives were lost on both sides,” Garo said.

“Then help us, because the Kraski are working for Lom, and it would be one step closer to taking him down at the knees,” I said.

“I don’t think you understand. The Kraski are but a tool of his. He won’t care if you destroy them. He’ll use another.” Garo sat back and thought about what he was going to say next. I could see his mind racing. “Did you say the Bhlat? They’re going to work with you?”

“They offered us sanctuary, at least. The Empress told me that Lom of Pleva is angry with her as well. It seems he has a lot of enemies. While I don’t fully trust the Bhlat, they have a lot of firepower, and if they want to side with me, I’ll take it in a fistfight,” I said.

“What will you do if you find Lom?” Garo asked.

“I’ll reason with him.” I had nothing else.

“Not good enough. We need a plan,” Garo said, and I liked that he’d said we. I needed power and resources on my side. With the Keppe, the Bhlat, and the Alnods, there was no way we could lose. I needed to get Karo back.

“The Kraski just took someone from New Spero I need to get back. What do you suggest?” I asked.

“Gather your forces. Utilize your relationships. Take it to their colony world and demand your friend back.”

“How do I get them to give him to me?” I asked, eager for advice.

Garo looked at me with a smile on his face. “Trick them. It’s rarely failed me yet.”

I remembered the portal devices in my pocket, and a plan formulated.

“Can you send Regnig a message for me?” I asked Garo, and smiled at Slate.


TWENTY-TWO

“You want me to what?” the Empress asked over the communicator. We were outside Garo’s palace, and his ship waited for us.

“Under the Pyramid of Giza is a portal. Mary and I blew the tunnel to it, so no one could use it again. We thought we were done with Earth… you know, since we bartered it away and assumed it was going to die anyway.” I heard a noise from behind, and I spun to see Rivo running toward us. She stopped when she approached, and her pack and outfit implied she didn’t want us to leave without her.

The Empress continued, and I could almost picture her red swirling eyes calculating what a portal was. “Just what does this portal do?”

I didn’t want to give her all the details about it, since the Bhlat weren’t aware their own homeworld had one. “It’s a bridge between New Spero and Earth,” I partially lied. I didn’t love that I was giving her access to New Spero, but she wouldn’t know how to use it properly, if at all, so I made the gamble.

“We’ll clear it out. Does this mean you’re coming to see me?” she asked, her voice almost hopeful. I still didn’t understand her fascination with me. I guess I’d appeared in her office building and attacked, taking her and her daughter captive. No one ever made it into that secured building before Leonard and I had, and I think it still impressed her to this day. Most people would have been angry with me forever over it, but the Empress was even friendlier. The Bhlat were an interesting race.

I remembered the first time I’d seen one of them, on the abandoned station where Kareem had given me the location of the smaller shield device. They were so large and imposing, I’d been terrified of them. I had ended up killing him, but Mary, Slate, and I were a little banged up after that adventure.

I realized I hadn’t answered her yet, and she said my name again. “Yes. I’m coming to see you. We’ll be there in a while. Please expedite the portal opening. I don’t want to get there and end up in a stone coffin.”

“Very well. It will be done,” the Empress said, and the call ended.

“Slate, are you ready to go home?” I asked.

“We’re going to Earth?” he asked with a smile. “I have a favor to ask.”

“Anything for you, Slate.”

“We need to stop and get Denise first. I promised her I’d bring her if I ever went back. Now’s the time to cash it in.” Slate’s hands rested on his hips, as if he were ready for an argument.

Denise was a police officer with training and a good head on her shoulders. Not only that, she’d proven her value against the Kraski and robots outside of Terran Thirteen. Who was I to not take extra help when offered? “No problem. We’ll make the stop quickly.”

“I’m coming too,” Rivo said.

“Fine. Let’s make it a party.”

____________

I sent a message to Mary as we stood in the portal room outside Terran Five on New Spero. We were heading back to Earth. I needed to get the Bhlat’s forces to help us.

The portal table lit up, casting a glow against my face as I searched for Earth’s icon. Rivo was in the room with me, and W, our robot pilot friend, was also there. I’d asked him to come with us to perform part of my plan, and he happily accepted, still thinking I was his captain. Captain of what, I wasn’t sure. He’d been staying with Clare at her research facility, and she’d been happy to have the resourceful robot around.

Slate and Denise held hands as I tapped the icon, light covering us before we appeared inside the portal room on Earth. It was musty, but fresh dirt and rocks had been excavated from the doorway. It seemed so long ago that we’d traveled there with Leslie and Terrance on a mission to bring the hybrids back to Haven. Without that mission completed, we never would have succeeded in saving Earth’s population, and the Bhlat would still be our enemies.

Lights flashed toward us, and a few broad-faced uniformed Bhlat entered, causing Slate to reach for his pulse rifle. I set a hand on his forearm, warning him away from it. They were unarmed. They separated, making way for the Empress. She walked into the portal room and scrutinized the dusty space. I couldn’t tell if she was unimpressed or not. I agreed it didn’t look like much, but her gaze lingered on the hieroglyphs on the walls before she spoke.

Her hair was still done in long dreads, and she had a striking face, her red eyes mesmerizing as always. “Dean, how good to see you.” She didn’t step any closer, and she eyed the others with me casually.

“Come. Let’s get you out of this hole and up to my home,” she said, turning to lead us out. The Bhlat stayed still while we strode past them, following the Empress. We moved down the familiar corridor and up the stairs we’d excavated to allow streams of our people to access the blocked-off portal during our mass evacuation.

Before I knew it, we were outside in the middle of the day, the sun high in the sky. I took a breath, finding the air perfect. “What did you do? I thought your machines were killing our atmosphere.”

The Empress spoke as she walked. Her words translated into my earpiece. “We decided to keep your world as an outpost. It made no sense to waste it, since you had so much infrastructure built. Most of it was so old and decrepit, but it was… quaint.”

I’d been so busy looking to the sky, I hadn’t noticed the changes around the pyramids. Stations and structures were erected everywhere, and hundreds of Bhlat milled about, each set to a particular task. Some of their small vessels traveled up and across the clouds. It wasn’t what I’d expected.

“Where are my people?” I asked.

She waved a hand in the air. “They’re everywhere. They stay clear of us, though we’ve had a couple of altercations. They banded together at one outpost in your France and tried to overthrow our facility. We stunned them and moved them into the country. They woke up with headaches, and much less motivation to try it again. We taught them a lesson that day by not harming them. They know we’re here to stay, and that we don’t care if they are too.”

“Do you have any idea how many humans are here?” Slate asked.

“We’ve run sensors for your type, and the results show around one hundred thousand. Give or take.” The Empress was being flanked by at least ten armed guards, but they stayed far on either side, not getting in her way. I suspected she was smart enough to be wearing a shield dome. She trusted me, but that didn’t mean her advisors had to as well.

Slate let out a whistle, and Denise’s eyes were wide. We knew we hadn’t gotten everyone, but Patty’s estimates had been around ten thousand living people, not one hundred thousand. Compared to the three billion we had on New Spero, it wasn’t a lot, and with them spread around the world, with no contact with one another, there were probably hundreds of small settlements all thinking they were the last remaining groups.

We walked across the range, and I took my time to remember how special the pyramids were for humans. The Sphinx sat like a contented cat, an amazing wonder of the world. Even now, having seen countless planets, the awe of seeing mankind’s early monuments was enough to send goosebumps down my arms.

Some of the buildings were on the ground, while others floated like small space stations, surrounding the zone. We arrived at one of those hovering ones, and a remote lift arrived. The Empress stepped on it, and two guards joined her now, getting closer than they had before. We all fit with room to spare, and the elevator pulsed under us, lifting everyone to the floating structure.

Inside, we were greeted with rows of Bhlat standing at attention. A single robed figure was leading them through exercises. We walked directly down the center of the lines of soldiers, and I felt a nervous drop of sweat bead down my chest.

After a few minutes, we ended up in a large amphitheatre. The guards stayed at the doorway, and we were ushered in.

“Sit,” the Empress said, motioning to a specific row. She walked to the bottom of the room and stood behind a lectern, like a professor about to drop some knowledge on a hungry college classroom.

W sat down heavily, the seat creaking under his immense weight. Rivo looked around nervously, like she was in the middle of a spider’s web. Denise and Slate looked impassive, and I tried to emulate them.

“What do you need?” The Empress’ voice was loud, firm.

I stayed sitting, looking around. “Can we talk freely?”

“This is my personal space in Bhlat territory. You have nothing to fear. My people don’t betray their own.” Her eyes were fierce, and I hated how she called Earth her territory.

I bit my tongue and spoke. “They took Karo. You know what he is, it seems.”

She didn’t seem surprised by the news. “Yes. Theos. How very interesting. I was looking forward to meeting him.”

“We have to get him back,” I said.

“Who took him?” she asked, and I wondered if she knew already, and if this was just part of the show.

“The Kraski. But I know Lom of Pleva was behind it,” I said. My gut was sinking. We’d had word from Leonard that the Kalentrek was gone, dug up, and the space filled back in with fresh soil. I’d had the idea to use the smaller shield device that Kareem had gifted me. For that, we needed Kraski DNA to be uploaded into it. I’d asked Denise to get the DNA from the bodies I’d shot down outside Terran Thirteen, and she’d told me the bodies were gone. Disappeared. “We have a mole somewhere on New Spero. They were able to access our ID codes and get to the surface with ease. Other things have occurred as well.”

The Empress shook her head, as if implying I’d failed somehow. “What are you going to do about it?”

“About Lom? I want to ask a boon of you.” I cleared my throat. “We need to send a ship to the Kraski colony world. That must be where they’ll end up. I need you to trade with the Volim to get one of their wormhole capable ships. W here will pilot the vessel and get there quickly.”

She nodded as if understanding my plight. “All unnecessary.”

“Why?” I asked, my heart racing.

“If they have Karo and it’s for Lom, they won’t bring him to their homeworld,” she said.

I sat forward. “Garo Alnod’s contacts say Lom is in the dark. They have no idea where he is.”

“Then it’s a good thing I have my own contacts. I know where they’re meeting.” The Empress looked doubly impressed with herself.

“But how…?” I asked.

“Dean, we may have a history with the Kraski, but do you think any good leader wouldn’t have kept contact with some of them? I know where they’re meeting Lom of Pleva, just like I’d heard they came for you on Sterona.”

“You have Kraski contacts?” I was shocked. “Why didn’t you warn us?”

“They’ve proven valuable. I reward them well, and I only heard after the fact.” She tapped a screen on the lectern, and an image appeared in the center of the room in three dimensions.

“What is this?” Slate asked.

“This is where they’re meeting.” The image zoomed in to reveal a large, clunky space station. It was circular; each section looked to be built by a different architect, pieced together over centuries. Dozens of ships were anchored to it, sticking out like tiny fingers from the edges of the station. In the backdrop was a huge moon, gray and empty from the looks of it. As the image zoomed more, I spotted glowing signs all over the place. It was like Las Vegas in space.

“Doesn’t look like a military base,” I suggested.

“This is Udoon. A station for trading, gambling, drugs, and any other seedy thing you can think of. It’s run by no race in particular, and there’s only one rule: all are welcome, without bias. It’s been a haven for smugglers and criminals for years. This is where Lom of Pleva will meet Kinca,” the Empress said.

“Who’s Kinca?” Denise asked.

“He’s the one Dean met on Sterona,” the Empress answered.

I raised a hand high in the air. “About this tall, scar on his face?”

She nodded. “The very same.”

My whole plan had been decimated in a few moments, but I now had real substantial hope for our situation. A new plan formulated, one that could actually work with fewer unknowns.

“Do we know exactly where and when they’re meeting?” I asked with a grim smile.

The Empress smiled back at me and nodded.


TWENTY-THREE

Earth. It was surreal to be back. I watched as the drones and robots worked on building the room we’d provided specifications for. I really hoped this plan worked. The construction was coming together nicely, but we still had some time to kill. A day, at least. This left me with enough time to take a trip down memory lane.

“I have to do something. I’ll be back soon,” I told Slate.

“Boss, what is it? I’ll come with you,” he said.

“Stay here and make sure this room gets done exactly as we need it. There can’t be any room for error. We need to have the upper hand on this guy.” I’d already had permission to borrow a ship from the Empress, and it was close by, waiting for me to take it for a spin.

“Sure thing. Watch yourself out there,” he said. He didn’t ask where I was going, but I suspected he knew.

“W, do you mind piloting this thing? I wouldn’t know where to begin.” The robot was standing beside me, silently watching the construction.

“I would be happy to, Captain.” W turned slowly and started toward the waiting ship. It was unlike any of ours. This one was small and boxy, not made for looks. It could haul heavy equipment with ease and had no visible weapons, which told me the Empress might trust me, but not fully. She didn’t get to live as long as she had by being imprudent.

We got inside, and I found the interior seats roomy, built for the bulk of a Bhlat. W found the pilot’s seat and sat down, me beside him. There was no viewscreen, but a console allowed us to see the outside view through live camera feeds.

The doors shut, and the console’s lights glowed against my face. “Where to?” W asked.

“Home.”

____________

The ship parked in the middle of my street. Each side landed on opposite sidewalks, taking up the entire width of the road. W took out a few light posts in the process, but it didn’t matter. They weren’t being used any longer. Nothing over here was.

I stepped out into the warm morning air. As I looked at my old house, it was as if I was in a dream. I heard birds chirping, and I closed my eyes. For a second, I was back in time, back when I was nothing more than an accountant, doing bookkeeping for local small businesses. Helping friends file taxes each year. Watching the Yankees play when I could on the flat screen in high definition. Life’s ambitions were small, frivolous, but important.

I tried to grasp hold of that version of Dean, but I couldn’t. He slipped through my hands as I opened my eyes to see my dilapidated house. Paint was peeling off the window panes, the driveway had more cracks in it than before, and the yard was a disaster, nature taking over.

“This is your home?” W asked in his monotone way.

“It was,” I answered.

W stayed put at the end of my driveway as I stepped toward my house. I walked down the long driveway that led to the back yard. My young trees were much larger now. Everything was overgrown, but I was okay with that. It wasn’t mine any longer. This house was just somewhere I’d parked for a few years in a different lifetime.

I tried the back door, but it was locked. I went to the small pile of rocks to the left of it, and fished around for the fake one on the bottom that held a copy of my keys. I could have broken in but didn’t want to desecrate my old home in such a way.

The door unlocked with ease, and I slipped into the back of my house. My entrance was small, and I saw my old runners sitting under a thin layer of dust. I stepped over them and into my kitchen. Everything was as Mary and I had left it. My fridge held magnets from different places I’d visited in my life. I almost laughed when I saw them, memories of each occurrence flooding my mind.

I kept moving, not sure what I was looking for. Closure, I told myself, but it was more than that. I needed grounding. I headed up the small flight of stairs to the bedrooms, looking to the vacant guest room. When Janine had died, I’d emptied it of her old furniture. I couldn’t bear to see it. The furniture sat in the storage facility where I’d also placed the pendant that now hung around my neck.

Next was my home office. The blinds remained open, and a plant had withered away in the corner. My old laptop was on the wooden desk, and file folders were stacked in the organized chaos that was my signature filing system. I choked back a tear as I recalled my old life. Emotions crashed over me as I crossed the hallway into my old bedroom.

Suddenly, I missed Mary and my baby girl with such ferocity, I thought I was going to fall. I sat on the foot of the bed, cradling my head with my hands. I had to get Karo back. I owed him far more than that. I had to stop Lom of Pleva and the Kraski from coming for me. I needed to give my family a safe place to live, one free from the constant worry of attack. Right now, that wasn’t the case.

I sat there, hoping my plan was going to work. It had to.

I wiped a hand over my face and stood up, straight-backed. The trip home had given me the fuel I needed to go on. I pictured Jules’ sleeping face and smiled. I’d be back to them soon, and I’d be so attentive, she and her mother would grow tired of seeing my mug.

I exited through the front door, leaving it unlocked. There was no one around anymore. There was nothing left to pillage, anyway.

“Everything good, Captain?” W asked, still on the sidewalk.

“Yes. We just have to make a couple more stops,” I said with one last look back at my old house.

____________

Ohio was hot. I stepped off the ship and onto my parents’ acreage. The huge garden was overgrown with weeds. This was likely the last time I was going to be in America, and I wanted a trip down memory lane. I laughed out loud, thinking of my mother telling me to pick those weeds. Some of them were as tall as I was. My mom hadn’t made it through the Event, and my dad had passed long before. I suddenly missed them like I hadn’t in years.

For the most part, the house looked as it always had, just a little more weather-worn, in need of serious maintenance. My mom had sold the place prior to the Event, taking Isabelle with her to the coast. I missed coming back to it for holidays. Somehow, visiting my mom in her condo hadn’t held the same comfort as coming back to our large farmhouse.

I walked the periphery of the property, taking a breath of fresh air. The Bhlat had done a good job restoring the atmosphere. The air was more suited to them now, but it was still safe for a human’s physiology. After I visited the house, checking out my old bedroom and the family room where I’d watched Ninja Turtles on the small TV for hours as a kid, I meandered back to the ship, where W was waiting patiently.

“Where now?” he asked, somehow computing that I wasn’t done yet.

____________

I had him lower in Central Park, on the west side of the Lake. I exited and took it all in. The sun was low in the west, almost behind the buildings lining the park. I was in a post-apocalyptic movie. Parts of the park looked burned down long ago, while others were thriving with green. New York had gone through some heavy riots after the first batch of colonists left.

Then, the government had been in a state of flux, and the people were uneasy. It hadn’t taken much for some idealists to throw a match on the gasoline. Sections of the city were torn down: Greenwich Village was burned from its east borders to the water.

I stepped onto the long grass and surveyed the landscape. It felt damaged and sad here, instead of happy like my old homes had. I was only a hundred feet from the ship, and I turned to head back. This wasn’t for me. I didn’t need the influence of a dead Manhattan circling my head.

I raised a hand to W, letting him know I was coming back, when a gunshot rang out. I stopped in my tracks, scanning the distance, looking for the trigger puller. Another shot echoed across the way, this time striking just beside my feet. It was time to run.

“W, get the ship…” My words were cut off as I tripped hard. My hands jutted out, but too late. I hit the ground hard, and everything went dark.

____________

“He’s gotta be one of them. The damn hybrids come back to kill us,” a voice said.

I blinked my eyes and tried to rub them clear, but my hands wouldn’t move. They were behind my back, and I found myself in a sitting position.

“He’s comin’ to,” another voice said, this one from a woman. Her voice was gruff, like she’d smoked two packs a day since she was in grade school.

I shook my head from side to side and could make out their forms in the dimly lit room. “I’m…” I started to say before my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. “Water?” I croaked out.

“We ain’t gonna waste water on the likes of your kind,” the man said.

I forced the words out of my sore throat. “I’m not what you think.”

“Then what are you? You come down in one of them space ships from the sky. You think we gonna believe you ain’t one of them? We seen those ships before.” The woman was coming into focus. She was old, gray hair hanging limp over her shoulders.

“I borrowed it. I’m a friend.” It sounded fake, even to me.

They looked at one another and both smiled, exposing rotten teeth. The man spoke. “Way I figure, you have the means to help us. We gonna get your help one way or another.”

“Are you two alone?” I asked.

“We ain’t stupid. We gots twenty more men in the other room,” the woman said, but I could see the lie in her eyes. She was scared. Hungry and scared. Was this what the left-behind humans were resorting to? They did need my help.

“I believe you.” I cleared my throat. “I’ll help, but you need to untie me and give me some water.” I tried my best to seem innocuous.

“Beverly, give ‘im a sip of water. Not the good stuff,” the man said. I was worried what the bad stuff was comprised of but accepted the gray liquid as she tilted a cup toward my mouth. It tasted foul, but I took enough to clear the dryness from my throat.

“The hands?” I asked, hoping I could press my luck.

“Not just yet. How are you going to help us?” Beverly asked.

“You’re right about something. That’s a Bhlat ship. But I assure you, I’m human. My name’s Dean Parker.” I hoped using my real name was going to help. With these two, I wasn’t so sure, so it was a gamble.

“Dean frickin’ Parker?” The man laughed now, a throaty laugh that ended in a series of hacking coughs.

“Yes,” I answered.

“The same Dean Parker that stopped those bastards from killin’ us all, eh?” he asked.

I nodded slowly.

“Then you abandoned us… disappeared while the world went to hell. When you came back, you gave away our planet. I wished you let ‘em burn us away. Anything’s better than fighting for scraps.” Beverly leaned against the grimy wall, her sallow face staring daggers at me accusingly.

“That’s not…” I knew reasoning with them wouldn’t work. They had the look of feral dogs. “I’m sorry. I really am. I can help you now. I can make it better.”

“How?” the man asked, his voice a low growl.

“You can come to New Spero. I can bring you there.”

The pair looked each other in the eyes and then back to me. “How can you do that?”

“Untie me, and I’ll show you.”
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“So this is where you live?” I asked, rubbing my hands as we left the small room I’d briefly been held captive in.

Old Bill, as he’d called himself, led me down the halls of the Upper West Side complex. It was one of the nicer ones, the kind that housed a dozen five-million-dollar units back when they still had any value. It looked like they tried to take care of the interior, but things were breaking down, repaired with improper materials.

“How do you eat?” I asked. It had been a couple of years since the last batch of humans had left Earth now, and that meant food supplies would be running low.

“We gots livestock and farms in the northern parts of the park. Big community up there. Everyone from the area came to New York City when they were left behind. Only problem is holding on to it with the raiders,” Old Bill said as we walked down a hall and out the complex’s lobby.

“Can you show me?” I asked.

“You still bring us to this New Spero?” Beverly asked, her gaze locked on me from the side of her face.

“Sure. If you want to go, I’ll make it happen.” We stepped outside into the muggy evening.

“Wait here,” Old Bill said, and he galloped past the building, down an alley. A few minutes later, I heard the truck before I saw it lurch out of the side road. It was shooting some black smoke from the muffler as he threw on the brakes, stopping right near us. “What are y’all waitin’ for? Get in.”

I looked at Beverly dubiously and walked around the truck. The slender woman got in, sitting front and center in the old pickup truck. I sat shotgun, rolling the window down.

“How’s the fuel situation?” I asked, knowing it had a shelf life.

“Not great. We got wise after a while. Worked hard to store as much as we could, usin’ them stabilizers and whatnot. Someone smarter than me came up with that. Paul. You’ll like him,” Old Bill said.

The truck pitched forward, and I clasped my seatbelt on. It was one of the old kinds with no shoulder strap, just the one you wrapped around your waist. It dug in, and I loosened it, wondering if I should even use it or not. The way this old codger was driving, I didn’t feel safe without it on.

He turned down Central Park West, heading north. He drove in a one-way for a while, then on the wrong side of the road. Most cars had been cleared, and nothing sat in the way any longer. He had free rein of the city. We traveled at a slow twenty miles an hour for a while, then he urgently turned a sharp right, as if he’d remembered the corner too late. We skidded, and entered the park.

“Welcome to the Newer York. Please have yer passports ready for the ticket lady.” Old Bill laughed like he’d made the world’s funniest joke, then ripped toward bright floodlights. The sky was dark now, and the lights cast an explosive white blast across a fenced entrance. I couldn’t see anything past the lights and squinted to make out a few forms in towers at each end of the large wooden gate.

The truck parked to the side, and I let Old Bill get out first. If these people had guns, which I was willing to bet they did, they were pointed at me right now, and I wasn’t going to give them a reason to fire.

“It’s okay, boys. This is a friend of ours,” Beverly said as she got out on Bill’s side of the truck. I counted to five and got out the passenger door warily. I still couldn’t see under the lights, but the gate began to slide open, and two figures walked toward us.

“Old Bill. Haven’t seen you in a while. Did you see the ship in the sky a while ago?” a man in brown coveralls over a green sweatshirt asked. He had a thick beard, not unlike my own at this point, and he wore an old baseball cap, half hiding unruly curly hair.

“I sure did. That’s where we found this fella,” Old Bill said.

“Is that so?” The man in coveralls walked over to me, still holding an old rifle. He appraised me from a few feet away, and I figured I’d take the chance to introduce myself.

“Dean. Dean Parker,” I said, sticking my hand out to him slowly.

“Is that so?” he repeated. He stared at me for a few more seconds before meeting my handshake. His grip was strong and quick. Two pumps, and he let go.

“It is,” I answered. “This looks like quite the place you’ve built up here. What’s your name?”

“I’m Paul. Can’t see much under these lights. Why don’t you come inside, and we can talk? I’d love to chat with the Dean Parker.” His voice told me he was skeptical of who I was claiming to be. I was okay with that.

He led us inside the gates, and now my eyes began to acclimate to the light. We were inside a fortification within Central Park. Storage containers had been moved here, along with some log cabins built within the high metal chain-link fences. It was impressive. LED solar string lights were everywhere, wrapped along the inside of the fences and over dozens of trees, casting enough light to see by. More garden lights were staked along the grass in walkways, illuminating the paths so you could see where you were going by night.

“How many people live here?” I asked, trying to guess, but not having any real clue.

“Not a lot inside the fences. Not much room, but we have those we trust living around the city that come to barter, or do work and receive their share of the food,” Paul said.

“You see a lot of trouble?” I followed him further inside the fortification and could smell the pigs and cattle more clearly now that I was inside the fenced area.

Paul’s face hardened as he turned to look me in the eyes. “We see enough trouble. There’s always someone trying to earn our trust, but more often than not, they fail us in some way. Then there are the groups that come with the idea of taking us over. We’ve lost some good people.”

I glanced back to the gate, where the guards held semi-automatic weapons, and understood why. “The world’s a dangerous place, especially when everyone just wants to eat. What happened back when they were gathering people to bring to the portals? You didn’t make it to the rendezvous points for pickup?”

Paul let out a sharp laugh that indicated there was nothing funny about it. “You mean those half-assed attempts at telling us to be picked up to go to some distant world? We didn’t even know if this Proxima really existed. For all we knew, the aliens were getting everyone to go through a portal and into a slave farm for them.”

I hadn’t thought of our own people not believing our government about New Spero. I’d been so naïve. No wonder we still had this many people on Earth. Would I have blindly trusted their word on it? I could have been one of these people, living in Central Park, farming cattle for sustenance. I suddenly felt a kinship toward Paul. “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t know. It’s real. We have our issues, but it’s real.”

Paul staggered backwards, as if he’d been struck by something heavy and hard. “You’re telling me I was wrong?” He sat down on a park bench, and in the darkness, I could see tears glimmer in his eyes. “It’s been so tough. Trying to start over again. Two years, Dean. Two years!” His voice came to a shout, and others were gathering now. I saw a mixture of people, all hard-working men and women. Children ran over, a boy and a girl, giggling at each other.

They’d built a real home here, and I was proud of them. I saw love and hope in their eyes as they looked to Paul, sitting on that bench right then.

“You’ve done an amazing job.” I cleared my throat and spoke up. “Hello, everyone. I’m Dean Parker, and I’m here from New Spero. I can’t take you there tonight, but I can get you there soon. You’ve all been through a lot, and New Spero is still a work in progress. But no one goes hungry. We have law. We have police, we have advanced medical stations.”

A man wrapped his arms around a thin woman. Dark bags hung under her eyes. She was clearly sick. She could be saved now.

“Why didn’t you ever come back for us, Dean?” someone called.

“Why did you give our world away?” a teenage girl asked.

The rumors of my part in the bargain with the Bhlat really had gotten around. “It was the only way for peace. I didn’t know so many of you were here. I didn’t know the Bhlat kept the world intact.” I said the last phrase under my breath, but they still heard me.

More of them began talking over one another, and Paul stood, raising an arm. They fell silent in an instant. “Dean isn’t to blame for any of this. He’s a hero. He’s done more for humans than anyone. If he says he can help us now, we listen to him. I, for one, am not sure I want to leave my home.”

“There’s another option,” I said.

“I’m listening,” Paul said.

“The Empress doesn’t seem to care that there are humans here. As long as no one bothers them, they won’t bother you. Maybe we can take part of the world back. We can send assistance. We have technology that you wouldn’t believe. You can have order and safety back again.” I looked at the emaciated woman and smiled grimly. “And health. You can have stability again.”

They chatted among each other, and Old Bill clasped a hand on my shoulder. “Sorry about tying you up and all. You understand, right?”

I shrugged. I did understand. They were afraid, and I was a threat. “Paul, I need to leave now. I’ll be back. Someone will come with aid, and you’ll be able to choose staying or going to New Spero.”

Paul’s tense shoulders seemed to relax, and he stuck a hand out to shake mine again. This time, he pulled me in for a half hug and whispered in my ear, “This better be for real. They need this.”

“It is,” I whispered back.

After discussing it with the settlers, I answered at least a hundred questions from various people that came together to see me. They all seemed a little happier by the end of it, and hopeful for their futures. A few of them openly cried when I described the Terran sites, and how far we’d been able to go with them. The group swore that those of them choosing to go to New Spero would stick together, because they were family, and it all warmed my heart.

When they finally broke, heading to their homes, Old Bill and Beverly said their goodbyes and headed back out the fence. I was left with Paul.

“Can you give me a tour?” I asked.

“You bet.” He started to walk down the LED-lit sidewalk. “We made homes from the storage units. My wife worked for a fabrication company in the real world. She had some experience with turning the units into livable pods. It was practical, and we could do it with limited supplies, though being in New York didn’t limit us too much.” He pointed at the rows of the units, and it made me think about the base we’d first gone to, with Leslie and Terrance in the back of our truck. They’d used a similar idea, though these units weren’t stacked on each other like the ones at the base had been.

“Makes sense. Good idea,” I said, counting fifty of the units. “About a hundred living here?”

“Nice guess. One-twenty. Some kids. A few babies.” This made Paul stand up straighter, and I shared his amazement at bringing new life into a world like this. It made me ache, thinking about my own baby girl. I missed her and her mother. I wanted all of this to be over, once and for all. It sometimes felt like it never would be, that I’d be on an endless cycle of a new or old enemy coming for me.

“Past the neighborhood, we have a playground.” I saw the equipment and wondered if any of it was in the park before, or if they’d brought it all. I hadn’t visited this northern section of the park that often when I’d lived here years ago.

We kept walking, and I began to realize how large this compound was. “Crops over here on both sides.” Paul spread his arms wide, and I saw corn on the right, and a variety of plants growing on the left. “Potatoes are key. Carrots, lettuce, beans.”

The scent of farm animals thickened as we walked, and we arrived at the end of the complex where cows were fenced inside. There were at least forty of them roaming the grass. Pigs were penned beside them, separated by a waist-high fence. Chicken coops lined the right side. Paul smiled at me. “Good for eggs and dinner.”

“What happens when the cows eat all the grass here?” I asked.

“We’ll move the fence. Just over there” – he pointed to the north – “is prime park grass. It’ll take some work, but we have the motivation. Now I’m not sure what will happen. You promise you can help us?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

He let out a deep sigh. “This was my reality. Every ounce of me has gone into this.”

He’d mentioned his wife. “Where’s your wife?” The second I said it, I knew she wasn’t there. His posture changed in a heartbeat.

“Gone. She left us the plans from her old job for the storage containers and left in the middle of the night for the last pickup to New Spero. We’d argued for days about it and decided not to go. She took our daughter and left,” Paul said.

“Then she’s probably still there,” I said.

“Yes,” Paul said and stood staring into the cow pasture. “I believe she would be.”

____________

“Captain? What took you so long?” W asked as I walked toward him. The Jeep had let me out a hundred yards away, and the robot’s question made me laugh.

“You saw someone shooting at me. Saw me trip and then let them take me, right near you,” I said.

“I’m sorry, Captain. You didn’t ask me to be a guard, only a pilot.” His monotone voice made it all the funnier. “Why are you laughing?”

I stepped into the square ship, and he followed. “W, let’s get out of here. I think we’ve let them wait long enough. Slate’s going to kill me.”

“If you say so.” W got into the pilot seat and we rose off the grass, away from the settlement in Central Park, and away from my old life.

I woke as we landed in Egypt, thankful for the short rest. Slate was running toward the ship when I stepped to the ground. “What happened to you, boss?”

“I was kidnapped. Again.”

“You know that only happens to you when I’m not beside you, right?” he asked. I didn’t think he believed me, and I left it like that.

I couldn’t deny the truth to his statement. “How’s the room coming along?”

“It’s done. They’re folding it erect as we speak,” Denise said as she approached us with Rivo. She looked happy and slid her arm into Slate’s. He glanced back at her with puppy-dog eyes.

Rivo stared at me, her jaw clenched. “I’m glad you’re back. I was beginning to wonder.”

“So was I for a while,” I said, and before anyone could probe me on it, I changed the subject. “I want to see the room. Let’s test it out.”

We neared the newly constructed room. From the exterior, it looked like a large storage container, with a series of even seams across it in squares. We stepped through the opening at the end and were transported into a room inside Udoon, the space station where the drop of the last remaining Theos would take place.

It looked just like the video feeds the Empress had managed to get sent to her, down to a chip in the dull gray metallic wall. I saw the small red dot in the center of the floor and knew that was my marker for the portal wall. I stepped to the far end of the room, where the table was set up, and heard sounds coming from small built-in speakers.

The Empress had someone record the audio from the room on Udoon for twelve hours, and we were going to use the feed for the trap. We couldn’t have it go silent, like the portal we’d walked through on the tropical island. That had easily given away the trick. We didn’t want them to know they’d been had.

“It looks great,” I said. “Now we just need to transport it. How small does it fold up?”

“Small enough to travel in the portals, but we’ll need a cart to carry it. You sure this is a good idea?” Slate asked. We’d discussed it with the Empress, and she was behind it. I wasn’t sure we had a choice.

“What other options do we have?” I asked.

“We get Karo and blow this Kinca up, along with Lom of Pleva. Solve a few problems at once,” Slate said.

“We kill the Kraski leader, and they still come for us. I need to bargain with them. We can’t keep wondering if they’ll attack. We have a mole on New Spero, possibly a few of them. It won’t be safe until we resolve this,” I said.

“What if we can’t get Karo back?” Denise asked.

I blew out some air I was holding in my cheeks. “Then I’ve failed him. The Theos helped me when I needed it most, and we’re going to help Karo now. Lom wants him for something. If he’s behind the hybrids, he’s invested in genetic modification. The Theos are able to live for thousands of years. It has to do with gene manipulation. Something about slowing cells down, Karo had said. Lom of Pleva wants that, but we aren’t going to give it to him.”

Slate stepped from side to side as the robots dismantled our replica room. “We make a deal with the Kraski, fine. But this Lom guy is never going to bargain with you.”

“Then we kill him.” Rivo said it without blinking.

Denise had a grim look on her face that matched Slate’s. I nodded at Rivo’s comment. “Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page about that,” Slate said.

I smiled at them, wishing I didn’t have to conceal the real plan from my friends.
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We arrived at New Spero’s portal, and Denise and Slate stepped away from the table.

“Find out what you can about the Kalentrek. Find those bodies. I’ll be back in a day,” I said.

“Will do, boss. Say hi to Mary for us,” Slate said.

W had stayed behind on Earth, and the others were smart enough not to ask me why. I glanced over at my small blue companion. “Are you ready to see Shimmal?” I asked.

“I am. I’ve heard great things about it. And Sarlun seemed solid,” Rivo said. They’d met on Bazarn Five, when Rivo had surprised me by hiding in a bedroom of our suite.

I scrolled through the world icons, finding Shimmal’s, and tapped it. With the blink of an eye, we were inside their white portal room. The two guards saw it was me, but their snouts twitched at seeing Rivo.

“It’s okay. She’s with me,” I said, and we walked past them into the hallway. I found a wandering Shimmali woman and asked where I could find Suma. She directed me to a classroom, and I opened the door to see Suma standing at the front of the room, teaching a class to a bunch of pint-sized Shimmali children. They were very young, half as tall as Suma, and she talked to them with an animated disposition, excitedly explaining some law of physics.

After a few minutes, she finally noticed us standing there and held her hand up to the class. They glanced back at us and sat still while Suma crossed the room to say hi.

“Rivo, this is Suma. Suma, Rivo.” I introduced the two women. “I’m going to go see Mary and Jules for a while. Do you mind keeping Rivo company?”

Suma smiled and, in English, said, “Not at all. Come, Rivo, you can sit in the front row. I’m just teaching them about pentaquarks.”

Rivo gave me an accusing glare before heading with Suma to the front of the class.

“Dean,” a voice behind me said, translating into my earpiece.

“Hello, Sarlun.” I shook his hand.

“Back so soon? Is it done?” he asked.

“No. We’re one step closer, though. We know where the drop’s going to be, and we have a plan,” I said.

“Good. Lom will not easily be tricked or dealt with. It worries me he’s gone dark. No one has seen him for a couple of years now. Be wary,” Sarlun said quietly.

“We have no choice. They attacked us at home. They have Karo,” I said.

“Dean, remember how I told you to keep quiet about the Theos before all of this started? That there were forces out there willing to destroy worlds for the lifeblood of that ancient civilization?” he asked.

“Yes. I recall that conversation,” I answered.

“He’s that man. He’ll destroy everything for a chance at immortality. Believe me. If you encounter him, tread lightly. He’s not like everyone you’ve faced.” Sarlun walked, and I strode beside him, down the sparsely populated halls. When someone neared, he lowered his voice.

“I’ve been face to face with some baddies, Sarlun. Remember Drendon, the Deltra who wanted to kill me on the Kraski mother ship? Or the entire Bhlat fleet, led by the unforgettable General Blel? How about the Iskios in all their glory, creating the Unwinding, a vortex hellbent on eating solar systems? I’ve seen it all.” I was talking through clenched teeth.

“No, Dean. Each of those did what they did because they believed in the greater good of their actions. Drendon thought he could be the savior of his downtrodden people. He wanted to give them an out from captivity. Blel was a soldier, trained to destroy opposition. He was doing what he was told to do. The Iskios were an ancient race, one with a goal set into motion countless years ago; an unmovable force.

“Lom of Pleva is a man. A man with a lot of money and power, with a hunger for more. Greed. Greed drives him. Not ideologies or passion for a people. He’ll destroy you without thought and smile while watching you die. Don’t underestimate him, Dean.”

I stood there, watching Sarlun spill out his speech, and I found myself getting worried. He was making good points. At least with the other enemies, I’d felt a connection. There was something I could understand about them. Lom was a ghost to me. I didn’t know where he came from, what he looked like, or why he wanted to live forever.

“I’ll be cautious. I have to be. I have a family to get home to,” I said.

“Good. Go see them. There’s a vessel waiting to take you to them.” He shook my hand again, and his snout lowered. “If you need anything before you go, let me know.”

I told him I would and eagerly jogged down the corridor to the outside. Mary and Jules were close, and I couldn’t wait to see them.

____________

The small ship landed near Sarlun’s home away from home. The ship was on autopilot, and the door opened, letting in the sweet-smelling fresh air.

“Mary!” I called as soon as my feet hit the ground. I made for the house, which overlooked an ocean below. I didn’t even take the time to look at the amazing view; I ran, head down, until I was at the door. Instead of barging in and scaring her, I knocked impatiently and called her name again.

“Dean?” The door swung open, and a worried Mary was stood there. “Is everything okay?”

I hugged her fiercely and kissed her in reply. Eventually, she broke the embrace and smiled at me. “That was one hell of a greeting. What are you doing here? You can’t be done.”

“Plans have changed. We have a better idea now, but I wanted to run it by you. And I needed to see you guys before I left.” I didn’t say the “in case I don’t make it back” part. It wasn’t going to help anyone to hear those words out loud.

“Come in.” The door closed behind me, and I marveled at the large open room. We’d spent some time here before, and I recalled the space fondly. It was one of the best times of my life, and the closest thing to bliss I’d ever experienced. Fresh flowers were cut, arranged in a vase on the table.

“Where’s Jules? Sleeping?” I asked.

Mary nodded, and she followed me to the back bedroom, where my little girl was dozing softly. I stood watching her for a few minutes as she breathed in and out, her small chest rising and falling. Mary’s hands were wrapped around me, resting on my stomach.

“Tell me what’s going on,” Mary said, but I had other ideas.

I took her hands and led her out of the room. Her hair fell over her eyes, and I brushed it back, leaning in to kiss her. This place held a lot of memories for me: of our first time away together and all that came along with that. Mary seemed to feel them too as we entered the bedroom. I let all my concerns over Lom of Pleva and getting Karo back wash away for a while, and lived in the moment.

____________

“So that’s the plan? Are you sure you want to keep that part secret from the others?” Mary asked.

“I am. We have a mole, and until I know who it is, the information exchange ends between you and me,” I said, looking out over the balcony view. Jules was beside us, rocking in a solar-powered baby chair as the sun set.

“W is flying the ship as we speak?” she asked.

“The Empress really came through, which means I owe her again.” My hands went to the back of my head, fingers interlaced, and I kicked my feet up. “I could get used to this. Being here. The views. You.”

Mary nodded, but she was frowning the whole time. “You’re sure the Kalentrek is gone, and the Kraski bodies?”

“Yes. That’s what I’m being told. This better work,” I said.

“Why not just set the trap and blow the ship up after?” Mary asked.

“I’ve thought about that many times. But I want to be more than that. I want to change things, not just kill without trying to negotiate first.”

“Some things aren’t negotiable,” Mary said, looking at Jules.

“I know. Let me think about it.”

Mary took a sip of her sweet Shimmali wine. “And you can get to this Udoon station quickly?”

“There’s a portal planet nearby. The Gatekeepers have a station there, so we have clear access. From there it’s a day trip, and according to the Empress’ sources, Kinca is meeting Lom there in three days’ time. We’ll be there waiting.” I took a drink from my glass, finishing it off.

“I wish I could be there with you,” Mary said.

“No, you don’t. I wish I could be here with you and let someone else deal with this, but this is our reality. I’ll be back with Karo, and hopefully our old enemy will become our new neutral.”

All of the pieces were coming together for this to work.

“Can you stay the night?” she asked.

I looked at my small family and nodded. “I can.”

____________

“What did you find out, Leonard?” I asked. I zipped up the rest of my white jumpsuit, favoring the Gatekeepers garb today.

“We didn’t have surveillance out in the middle of nowhere, so there was no evidence of who took it. Patrice figured no one would know where it was, and a camera would only add suspicion. The good news is, the Kalentrek is only tuned to the Kraski, so it can’t be reprogrammed to kill anyone else. If we had a psychopath on our hands, they can’t adjust it to our ‘frequency,’ if you will,” Leonard said.

“And the bodies? Surely someone saw what happened to them?” I prodded, hoping for some good news.

Leonard tapped his tablet. “Sorry. They never made it to the medical center on base.”

“What about the pilot?” I asked.

“The ship disappeared.”

My heart raced. “First, we had a Kraski ship enter our atmosphere using a valid ID code. Then, the Kalentrek used to keep the Kraski away from Earth all those years vanishes, along with the two Kraski bodies from Terran Thirteen. Does that sum it up?” My voice rose, and Leonard took a step back.

“That sums it up,” he said quietly. Slate and Denise were on the way, and Rivo stood beside me, keenly listening to our conversation.

“I don’t have time for this.” I ran my hands over my beard. “We’ve been betrayed, and I don’t know by whom.”

“We’ll figure it out. Clare’s trying to trace the lander’s coordinates now to see where the dead Kraski bodies went. She’ll have them soon,” Leonard said confidently.

“I don’t have time. We’re leaving now. Leonard, I’m sorry I can’t tell you more, but we’ll be back. Take care of yourself.” The words had a finality to them I didn’t like hearing in my own voice. Leonard came over and gave me a hug, which I returned. “I’m proud of you, Leonard.”

He forced a smile. “You have no idea how much that means to me.”

Slate and Denise entered the portal room, dressed in matching EVAs. “Sorry, Dean,” Denise said. “I couldn’t get any more information from the team. No one has sighted the ship or noted any suspicious behavior out where the Shield was buried.”

“Thanks, Denise. I didn’t expect them to have any details. Everyone ready?” I asked.

Slate, Denise, and Rivo all nodded, and Leonard backed out of the room, watching us from beyond the entrance. I found the icon for the Keppe world and tapped it. Step one: finalize the backup plan.
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Lord Crul looked amused to see me again. We were back in his private room, just the two of us, all alone.

“And you think this plan will work?” he asked me.

“It has to.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” he asked, showing how astute a leader he really was.

“I’m only leaving out the details no one else needs to hear. We’ve been infiltrated, and I can’t have anyone knowing the exact strategy. Will you back us?” I asked.

Lord Crul shifted forward in his chair, his eyes staring hard at me. “I’ve been ready for years. We have ships ready to jump there at a snap of my fingers.”

“Jump?” I asked, unsure what he meant. From what I knew, the Kraski colony world was two years away.

“We have wormhole generators and can be there in two days. We’re ready.”

I didn’t fully comprehend the effects of using a generator, but I knew it would take a toll on the soldiers inside. Currently W, the robot pilot, was traversing the universe in a Bhlat ship fitted with one. I was the only person, outside of Mary, who knew the exact location and why he was doing it. I had to keep it that way.

“Then send them. We need to show them we mean business. The Bhlat will be there in three days. Just in time delivery.” I laughed nervously. This had to work, or else I was going to owe a lot of powerful races some explanations.

“We get the world afterward?” Lord Crul asked.

“I was thinking we’d leave them with it. I’ve talked with the leaders at Haven, and they’ve offered to take a contingency of Motrill and Keppe colonists. Let’s start fresh. Share what we have. Humans are there, and another wave is planning to go there to help.” I hoped the offer was enough to entice Lord Crul to play along. I needed his fleets.

“Very well. I hate sending a fleet only to sit and play bully,” he said.

“Sometimes a show of force is enough. The Bhlat will be there too, and we know how the Kraski feel about them. They should give in,” I suggested.

“And what of Lom of Pleva?” he asked.

“Let me deal with that,” I said, trying to sound confident.

He nodded, as if he believed me. “Consider it done.”

I left the room and was greeted by Rulo. “Dean,” she said, “I want to come with you.”

We walked down the hall together. The others were waiting for me at the portal. We had a couple more stops before getting to Udoon.

“Why do you want to come?” I asked her. She stood a head taller than me, her arms twice the size of mine, with her skin’s armor wrapped around them.

“You clearly need some muscle around you,” she joked.

“I have Slate, and Denise. Don’t be fooled, she’s a tough cookie,” I said.

“Human tough and Keppe tough are two different things. I like you guys and wouldn’t want to see anything bad happen to you,” she said, showing a softer side than normal.

It would be good to have someone trustworthy from the Keppe there with me when I broke the news to the Kraski. “Fine. You can come, on one condition.”

“What?” she asked.

“You bring that cool minigun with you.”

____________

We arrived on the ice world, and the package we’d left there sat in the corner, near the exit. Slate activated the cart’s thrusters and used the remote to maneuver the folded room outside.

“So this is where we’re going to bring them?” Denise asked, looking skeptical behind her helmet’s face mask.

“This is it,” I replied.

Rulo was even more imposing in her spacesuit. It was black with gray squares over it; the helmet had a horn on the front, adding to the impressiveness of the display. I didn’t want to see her chasing after me on the surface.

“Where do we bring it?” Slate asked.

“Far enough from the portal,” I answered as we exited the tunnel and stood on the icy mountain. The last time I’d been here, Mary, Slate, and I had discovered the first clue to find the Theos, which turned out to be a trap set by the Iskios. It was only fitting I was setting my own trap on this planet now, only not the trap the others with me thought it was.

I shot the metal studs from the bottom of my feet to give me stability on the ice, and we started down toward the snow-covered open plains below.

Rivo hovered in her suit and used the built-in thrusters to survey the area before us as we kept moving ever lower. She met up with us an hour later, saying the path was clear. There were no surprises ahead.

Most of our trip was done with little talking. It was snowing heavily, and I felt exhausted as we trudged through heaps of the white powder, toward the middle of a valley a few miles away.

We’d been there for three hours when I stopped us. “This is good.”

“Finally. Dean, you sure like to commit to a plan,” Slate said, most of the joviality gone from his voice.

The sun started to go down, so we lit lanterns and set them out around us. We let the crates we were hauling lower to the cold ground, and I took over the controls, directing the robots to do their programming. They assembled the folded room that was made outside the Bhlat base in Egypt. Once it was done, we had an exact replica of the room where Lom would meet Kinca of the Kraski, with Karo in tow, on Udoon.

“The Empress better have good information, or we’ve just wasted a lot of time,” Denise said.

“I trust her,” I said, wishing I had more confidence in her sources.

Denise just nodded as we watched the last few pieces of the structure snap into place. When it was done, I entered into it, stepping through before anyone else. It looked just like the video feeds had. I listened for the sounds of the station and could hear them playing through the speakers in the walls and ceiling. If I didn’t know better, I wasn’t standing in the middle of an ice-covered planet; I was on that space station, hearing music from the bar down the corridor.

“Perfect,” I whispered to myself. Denise and Slate flanked me, and my tall friend smiled.

“All we need now is the portal,” Slate said.

“I’ll set it. Do you guys mind leaving? You’re tracking snow inside. We need this place clean.” I waved them back outside, and they left without arguing. My heart hammered in my chest as I went through the motions of setting the other side of the portal. I took one side out of my pocket and set it on the floor, but instead of activating it like they thought, I slipped it back in my suit. I counted to five and stood up, then exited the structure. “All set. When we get them to walk into the real room on Udoon, they’ll be sent here.”

We packed up our gear and started our three-hour slog back in the snow to the portal room. I hoped Slate would be able to forgive my deception when it was all over.

____________

“You guys carry on and procure our transportation. I need to make a quick stop on Bazarn. Rivo, do you mind coming with me?” I said from the portal room on the ice world. Slate knew something was up from my erratic behavior, but I could visibly see him accept it and move on. He trusted me, and it was good to know.

“I’m happy to help,” Rivo said.

“Who did Sarlun say to ask for?” Denise inquired.

“A woman named Cee-eight,” I replied. “Everything should be ready for us. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Rivo and I stepped away, and I heard Denise ask Slate if I was always this strange. Rulo glanced at me, a hint of worry on her face. Slate agreed that I was weird, and then they were gone, the white light flashing. One moment they were near the icon table, the next Rivo and I were alone.

“What’s on Bazarn?” Rivo asked as we stepped to the table.

“Regnig. I need you to get me access to him again.” I found the icon for Bazarn, and in seconds, we found ourselves back on Rivo’s world. She strode by the guards like they didn’t matter, and they let her by, giving me a staredown as we passed.

An hour later, we were back underground, down in the tunnel beneath the surface, where Regnig resided. The Alnod pilot sat still and didn’t speak a word as he landed on the perch where the secret library sat hidden from prying eyes. I didn’t have a lot of time and jogged to the door, knocking politely at first before banging impatiently after no one answered two minutes later.

Hold on, hold on. I heard the familiar bird man’s voice in my head and found myself grinning. Rivo must have heard it too, because she smiled beside me. We’d removed our helmets inside the transport ship; I took a deep breath of the stale inner world air and coughed lightly.

The door slid open and Regnig looked up at me. I didn’t expect you back so soon. I got your message.

“Can we come in?” I asked the two-foot-tall beaked being.

He waved a wingtip, gesturing us inside. I take it you found your mate?

“I did, thank you. She’s fine, and I’m now a father.” I stepped inside, and Rivo shut the door behind her. Large locking bolts slid shut automatically.

Regnig glanced back at me as he trotted down the hall and into the large open library. Something like a cross between relief and regret covered his expression.

I am glad for you. Now to what do I owe the pleasure of your company? Did you find the other you sought after? Regnig’s eyes looked at me with a glossy sheen over them.

“The Theos. Karo. I did.” I sat down and Rivo beside me. She openly stared around the room, as if seeking to soak up the image of the beautiful and sacred space to hold close in her memory at a later time.

Karo. How wondrous. They exist? Regnig propped himself up onto the short couch across from us and folded his wings over his small lap.

“They do. Or they did.” I set into an explanation of how they’d stored themselves in the portal stones, allowing for travel between worlds. We had a short discussion on the Balance of the universe, and I went over the events leading up to me knocking on his door.

That is a lot of information. Perhaps I shall write a book about you, Dean. Would that be acceptable?

“Sure, if you like. I’ll have to survive the next few days, but I’d be happy to talk more when it’s all done,” I said, not sure anyone would want to read a book about me. I humored him anyways.

Karo. You have to get him back. I would love to speak with him as well. This is necessary for the library.

He had a good point. “Now that’s a story that needs to be told,” I agreed.

Your message asked me about someone else. What do you know of Fontem the Terellion?

“Nothing. That’s why I wanted to see you,” I told him.

He was a collector of fine antiquities. Some say he had a fascination with many things, but more than anything, he wanted to find a way back in time to be with his one true love.

I sat back, and Rivo leaned forward, knowing Regnig could weave a great tale if he was prompted.

“He was obsessed with time travel?” I asked, remembering what Crul had said about the young Polvertan, who’d been seeking the same thing. I kept that part to myself for the moment. “Go on, tell us.”

Fontem was born on Terell, a backwater world of no real importance. At least, not until he put it on the map. He grew up the son of a tree feller, like his father before him. He had no urge to follow in the family footsteps, and grew tired of the simple life living by a swamp, and cutting down trees to exchange the wood for food. Fontem longed for more adventure, so he left home at a very young age. Tales say he found the nearest city and snuck onto the first ship from space that landed there.

To him, space was the unknown: something he dreamt about but didn’t truly believe existed. When he saw his own world from a window, he nearly passed out. His life was changed, and his blood sang in excitement. He’d escaped his path and could seek his own fortune.

The ship’s captain found him among the supplies when they were unloading on a small space station, and he tried to capture Fontem, but the young boy snuck away, avoiding a life as a trade slave. He hid on the station until the captain left, but his perfect view of the world had changed.

“Is this a true story, or just something from your books?” Rivo asked Regnig.

You are Garo’s daughter, correct?

She nodded.

It’s from a book, but often, much truth comes from the words on the paper. Isn’t that right, Dean?

“I suppose that’s right,” I agreed, smiling at Rivo.

“What happened next?” Rivo asked the tiny bird man.

A Motrill trading vessel found the alien youth behind some crates in the common cargo bay of the station and took pity on him.

The Motrill. No wonder Pol knew about this Fontem character.

Regnig continued over my own thoughts. He was taken in, fed, and given a job. He stayed with the crew for a few years, until he was a man. You see, the Terellion were a different species. They were much like you two, bipedal and carbon-based, but a small percentage of them had a flaw in their genetics. They stopped aging when they reached maturity. This created complications for Fontem when he met his mate.

Rivo perked up. “How did he meet her?”

He’d been with the Motrill five years when they happened across another vessel. You see, many of these ships used trade slaves, those taken from worlds by smugglers of low morals. There was no one to police their behavior, and that wasn’t the lowest thing they often did.

This particular vessel had such slaves, and one was Terellion. A female. The most beautiful being young Fontem had ever laid eyes on.

I could tell where this was going and wanted to rush Regnig along. I didn’t have much time to sit and hear stories. He seemed to sense my mood and raised a small digit at the end of his wing, as if to calm me.

As you may guess, he had the Motrill trade for her life, though it cost them plenty. They traveled with the ship another two years, and she was eternally grateful to Fontem for saving her from the space pirates’ clutches. They fell in love, as you would expect two Terellions to do among nothing but other species.

They saved up and made some profitable deals, with the help of the Motrill, and bought a home on Bazarn before it was commercialized.

Rivo’s eyes all darted open wide. “Here?”

Here. Fontem started to collect things: some for trade, others for his growing personal collection. He didn’t age, though his love did. His collection of rare artifacts made him very rich, but as his wife got old over the years, he grew bitter. Bitter because they’d been unable to conceive, and bitter that he was so happy but would inevitably lose the love of his life.

Being wealthy changes things, and he had all his contacts search for anything that might help him. Years later, he heard of a time-travel device, but he’d heard of many over the decades. His wife died soon after, and he was lost in grief. When he came to, he searched high and low for this device, spending decades and decades traversing space to find it.

“What happened?” Rivo asked, obviously caught up in the story.

No one knows. His collection disappeared from Bazarn. One day it was in his house, the next the house was vacant, and no one ever laid eyes on Fontem again.

“Wow. Quite the story. Do you think he found a way to travel in time?” she asked, and Regnig shrugged his thin shoulders.

Who’s to say?

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’ve been to his collection…” I started to say, but Regnig shot out of his seat so fast, I thought he was having a heart attack.

What are you saying? Where?

I’d never seen the little man so excited before. “There’s a portal leading to a derelict ship that’s floating lifeless in space somewhere. On it is a room full of crates. A young Motrill man was there, looking for the same time-travel device you speak of. He didn’t find it.”

That’s because he didn’t know what he was looking for.

“And you do?” I asked.

I have a book. The seller claimed it was a code from Fontem’s private collection of antiquities. Since no one knew where the collection was hidden, I never thought it would prove to be of any value. It was interesting enough to me, though, because I’ve confirmed it was written by Fontem’s hand.

“Get the book. We’ll bring it with us,” I said.

“Bring it where?” Rivo asked.

“To the collection. I have the other half of a portal in my pocket that will take us there.”

Regnig, the keeper of the universe’s largest collection of information, fainted.
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I set up the second piece of the portal device in a small room to the side of the library. As I pressed it open, a light emanated from it, expanding as it hit the ceiling and two side walls. It hummed and then went quiet.

This is it? This will take us to Fontem’s private collection? Regnig was still pale, but his eyes were wide with excitement.

“It should. At least, I hope it works properly. I haven’t tested this one,” I said.

“You first,” Rivo said with a grin.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said and stepped through the invisible wall. My foot set down in the large storage room where we’d met Polvertan. It had been only months since I’d laid eyes inside the space, but it felt like much longer. Many of the crates sat open, pillaged by Rulo and the others as they went through Fontem’s prized possessions. There had to be a reason he’d gone to so much work to keep the assembled crates from anyone’s hands.

I walked forward as Regnig bumped into my legs, his small beak wide open. Rivo came next, her expression much the same.

It’s real. When I said you were a Recaster, I could tell you were important, but you amaze me still, young man. You found the Theos, stopped an ancient race’s plan for destroying the universe, and have now brought me to the famed antiquities collection of the one and only Fontem of Terell. Regnig’s thoughts were rushed and excited. He hobbled forward, setting his hands on a wooden crate.

These took him a lifetime to collect. Who would desecrate such a thing?

“The Keppe were with me. They were soldiers, looking for loot to bring to their admiral. They’re not unlike most races. They think of weapons before anything else,” I said, not faulting Rulo, Hectal, and Kimtra for taking what they had.

Regnig slid a small book out of his robe. It looked oversized in his little talons. Let’s begin.

We spent a few hours going over the book, referencing the catalog numbers in the manifest Pol had been searching through. Once we understood the code for the book, it became much easier. Most of it was interesting, but not what I was after.

I sat back, drinking some water from the small pack we’d brought along, when Rivo called my name.

“We found it. This has to be it. He went to great lengths to hide it among this other useless stuff,” Rivo said.

My heart raced, and I crossed the cluttered room, stepping over open crates lying across the floor like live land mines.

This is very dangerous. I’ve translated his last entry. Regnig ran a talon over the book’s parchment, carefully reading Fontem’s words. This is the last entry, for I have found my life’s work at an end. It is here. It exists. After all these years of loneliness, I will see her once again. Farewell.

Regnig didn’t have to tell us who “she” was. Fontem spent his life searching for a time-travel machine so he could relive his time with his wife.

“What of the other Fontem? The one from the former timeline?” I asked, unsure I wanted the answer.

That, I don’t know.

I looked over the handwriting, noticing the last phrase was rushed, written by an excited hand.

“Where is it?” I asked, scanning the small makeshift desk Rivo had created.

“Here,” she said, tapping a wooden box.

“This? It looks so small,” I said, holding the box in my hand. I flipped open the nondescript case – meant to keep it looking harmless, I suspected. Inside was an object the size of a wallet. It was clear, and when my finger touched it, the screen came to life. Colors swirled on it, and I set it back down, fearing I would somehow activate it and end up somewhere I didn’t want to be.

Careful. This is dangerous indeed. We do not understand the consequences of traveling in time. Do other times exist on separate timelines, or does something changed in the past affect our current reality? This has been a discussion of speculation for countless generations among the best philosophers out there. I’ve read many tomes on the subject.

I had no answer for him. The only experience I had on the subject was from Eighties movies and books. “How does it work?”

I needed to know. If things went south, I wanted a backup for my family. I felt Rivo’s eyes burning into the side of my face, while I avoided making eye contact with anyone. I thought about the power of such a device. Could I go back before the Event and convince the powers that be to mount a defense against such an invasion? Would I be able to save the countless people that died from that horrible experience?

Or would my efforts mean nothing on our current timeline? Did we have an infinite amount of alternate realities going on right now, changing with each decision? The thoughts were giving me a headache.

Be warned that to play with this could be very disruptive. There was a reason Fontem hid it so well.

“But he did use it. I wonder what happened to him,” I said as I looked at the device. I had the urge to close the case, but I was drawn to it. I had to understand how to use it, at least. Even if it never saw the light of day again, I needed it.

____________

I slept for a couple hours back at Regnig’s, only because I knew it was safe. I didn’t want to leave everyone waiting, but I wasn’t going to be of use to the plan if I was sleep-deprived. Rivo took the chance to sleep as well, and Regnig woke us after two hours passed. He had a worried look on his face but didn’t say anything further on the time-travel device I had stored in my EVA.

“Here, take this,” I said, handing him the second side to the portal.

You want to leave this with me?

“Who better? Sort through Fontem’s possessions and see what you can make of them. And if you can find out where the real ship’s located, do that.” I was more curious than anything to see where he’d hidden it.

Very well. I am pleased to have this opportunity.

“Dean, we better get going. Who knows how long they’ll wait for you before heading to Udoon?” Rivo said, stretching her arms and getting off the small couch.

“They’ll wait. Slate won’t leave without me.” I knelt down, setting a hand lightly on Regnig’s shoulder. “Thank you for your help. Once again, you’ve proven invaluable. Would it be okay to visit you soon? Maybe with my wife and baby?”

Regnig’s beak opened and closed a few times, his one eye narrowing. I’d be thrilled for the company.

It wasn’t long before we were once again walking back past the guards in the ornately decorated portal room, ready to leave Bazarn Five.

I found the icon for the world just outside Udoon, and Rivo and I disappeared from Bazarn, only to appear on the distant world milliseconds later.

An alien stood at the doorway to the plain room, casually leaning against the frame like it had nowhere better to be. Its arms were short, only hanging halfway down its long, thin torso. Light green skin stretched tightly over a bony body. Its deep-set eyes stared toward us on the otherwise expressionless face.

“Hi. We’re looking for Cee-eight,” I said without the translator on.

“I am Cee-eight,” it said in my language. The voice was high-pitched, though it could belong to a male or a female, if they had sex differentiation. The universal translator implants seemed to be everywhere, and not for the first time, I considered getting one. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Something about the alien was off. “Where are my friends?” I asked.

“They are awaiting your arrival. The big one with the armored body wanted to leave already, but the smooth pale one you call Slate made them wait,” it said, crossing the room to stand close to me. “Dean, I presume?”

“That’s me. Nice to meet you, Cee-eight. Thank you for helping us out at short notice,” I said, smiling at the creature before me. Rivo looked uncomfortable and cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. Cee-eight, this is Rivo Alnod.”

Cee-eight’s deep eyes widened. “Not of the Alnods?”

“The very same,” Rivo said in English.

“You are an interesting group. Three humans, a Keppe warrior, and Garo Alnod’s daughter. No wonder the Empress paid so well. I’ll be coming with you, by the way,” Cee-eight said.

I bristled at the comment. “I was under the impression we were borrowing your ship.” I didn’t like the idea of other people getting involved with our mission. Too many hands in the cookie jar was never a good thing, especially when you didn’t know or trust two of the hands.

“It’s my ship, and I’m the only one who pilots her. If you have any issues with that, I’ll send the credits back to the Empress now.” Cee-eight looked pleased.

“You really want to anger her?” I asked, calling the bluff.

“We go way back. We’re nearly sisters. Plus, you’ll never be able to pull off whatever you’re doing on Udoon without a credible known entity like me.” Cee-eight was either lying or being honest. I tried to imagine how this strange alien could be tied up with the Empress of the deadly Bhlat, and couldn’t. At least I knew Cee-eight was female now.

“Sure. Fine, have it your way. We need to,” I said and set a hand on Rivo’s shoulder.

“Have it your way, Dean. This way,” Cee-eight said, leading us out of the portal room. Like most of them, it was underground, only this one had an elevator at the end of a hall to bring us to the surface.

The space was cramped with the three of us inside, and I was suddenly grateful for having my EVA helmet on, supplying fresh oxygen. Cee-eight wore light fabric over her bony body, and she moved like a branch in the wind, flowing and effortless. Even when she was still in the elevator, she swayed from side to side.

I’d expected a quick ride, but it was minutes later, and we still hadn’t stopped. “Where are we going?”

“To my ship,” Cee-eight answered.

I didn’t question it again. While we rode in silence, I thought about W and hoped he was getting to his destination. The others didn’t know about his mission, and a lot was riding on him not encountering any issues along the way. I’d have to sneak away to check on him when we got to Udoon.

Rivo looked about to say something, when the elevator stopped, the doors chiming and sliding open. Now I knew why it had taken so long to arrive. I stepped clear of the elevator and noticed we weren’t on the surface. We were in a building thousands of yards above the ground. From here, I could see ships all around the clear-walled open space we stood in, each parked with a blue beam locking them into place. I looked down, through the clear floor, and saw clouds a thousand feet below my boots. My skin crawled as I stepped forward, feeling like there was nothing but a thin piece of glass between me and a freefall.

Rivo didn’t seem to be bothered by it at all, and she walked out freely. Cee-eight noticed and smiled at the small blue woman.

“What is this place?” I asked. I scanned the open room to see a line of desks, with aliens of all kinds in line to speak with someone. It looked like a bizarre DMV.

“This is where anyone coming in or out of our planet comes. I have a docking slot here permanently, since I’m always making runs. No one gets in or out without stopping here first.” Cee-eight walked past the lines of aliens, some familiar, others as confusing to my senses as anything I’d ever seen. She waved a badge at a purple blob wearing a sash, and it scanned her in, waving a gelatin arm at her. “Thanks, Jossu.”

I walked closer to Cee-eight and whispered in her narrow ear hole, “What was that?”

“Jossu? A Cib. They’re a good bunch. They emerge from a mother twenty at a time, and sit in a natural rock bowl for the first hundred years of their lives. One by one, they form into their own sentient beings, like Jossu.” Cee-eight made this sound like it was normal, and I couldn’t help but realize there was still so much I didn’t know.

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” Rivo said with a shrug.

“If you say so,” I commented, not sure I wanted to share a rock bowl with nineteen siblings for a hundred years.

We kept moving and arrived at a conveyor belt that rotated the outskirts of the ship dock. Cee-eight scanned her badge, and we started moving. We passed a dozen ships of varying proportions before stopping at a mid-sized freighter ship. It had clasps at the tail end of it, and that told me it was used for hauling objects. For now, they dangled empty.

“This is her. My ship.” Cee-eight tapped a code on the clear wall between us and the ship, and an energy field spread out, enveloping it with a soft glow. The wall spread apart at seams I hadn’t even noticed, and the floor extended until we got to the ship’s lowering ramp. It was an interesting system. Most of the docks I’d seen were indoors, but this one had all of the ships parked outside the facility.

“What took you so long?” Slate was standing inside the ship, a hand on his hip like a scolding mother.

“We had somewhere to be,” was all I said. Rulo was inside too, sitting on a chair in the corner of the room. There was no sign of Denise. “Where is she?”

Slate knew who I meant. “Having a nap. We didn’t know when you’d be getting back, so we took turns sleeping.”

“I hope you were comfortable enough,” Cee-eight said to them, and Slate shrugged.

“It was fine. Can we get going, boss? It’s going to be close. We need to beat the Kraski ship there. Kinca doesn’t seem like the type to be late for a meeting with Lom of Pleva,” he said.

“Yes. Cee-eight, how quick can we be at Udoon?” I asked our pilot.

She smiled at me, and with her odd physique, it made me think of a grinning skeleton. “Don’t blink.”
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It turned out I blinked about two thousand times before we arrived, but it was only a few hours. Cee-eight’s ship was clunky, with loose wires dangling about. She called them modifications, and I didn’t ask any further questions. When she fired up the engines and gunned the thrusters, the lights dimmed, and I could tell she was putting everything into speed, not trip ambiance. I appreciated it.

I sat in the cramped cockpit with her, staring out the viewscreen. The station came into sight, and it looked just like the screenshots the Empress had shown us, only seeing it in person was surreal. The tablet I’d seen on Earth gave it the illusion of a cheap outer-space Las Vegas. Seeing the glowing signs, and arrows directing you to your specific desires, only reiterated the Vegas vibe to me.

There had to be hundreds of ships nearby, each locked into place, much like on Cee-eight’s world. I scanned them visually on the computer by zooming in, and looked for a Kraski-style vessel. I didn’t see any. We didn’t know what type of ship Lom would be arriving in, so it was no use looking for signs of him. I didn’t even know what he looked like at this point.

“I’ll bring us in. I know where we can get in discreetly, away from any surveillance. There are a lot of… unsavory visitors traveling to Udoon, and many of them would prefer not to be seen or heard. I’m one of those characters.” Cee-eight slowed her ship, dancing it lithely around some backed-up space traffic. Rivo stood behind me now, her small frame allowing her to fit in the space behind the chair.

“I wonder if my father’s ever been here,” Rivo said casually.

“I doubt it, Rivo. You father sticks to classier joints than Udoon.” Cee-eight spun the ship around, using her thrusters while descending, lining up perfectly between two larger ships. From most vantage points, her ship wouldn’t even be visible beneath the others’ bulky exteriors. She knew what she was doing, and I was lucky to have her guiding us.

I hoped we weren’t too late. I needed at least an hour to get to the room, and to visit W without anyone noticing. The time-travel device was tiny and light, but it weighed heavily on my mind. I almost wished I hadn’t brought it. If it got in the hands of someone like Lom of Pleva, who knew what kind of damage he could do with it?

Cee-eight got up and moved quickly to the back of the ship, Rivo and I following closely behind. The others were waiting for us in the cargo bay of the freighter, their obvious weapons tucked away in large black duffel bags. I grabbed one, and we made our way to the inside of the Udoon station. The room we were in was quiet; a few aliens passed by with obvious destinations, and then we were left alone. The walls weren’t clear here, but a plain dark gray, with no viewports or screens to see the blackness of space beyond.

There was a planet called Udoon below, but from all accounts, it was a simple place, full of the Udoon people happy to reap the tax benefits of having a guilty pleasure station above their world. As we walked, I saw a few of the Udoon race, recognizing them from the data packet the Empress had provided me. They walked on four legs, with a head like a small hippopotamus at the front, wearing colorful flowing clothing that stopped just short of dragging on the ground as they walked. Mist blew from collars around their thick necks into their faces, as they were used to a humid environment. I didn’t want to go to the planet’s surface and experience the instant dampness that must soak your body if you weren’t used to it.

Cee-eight stopped one of them, chatting to them in a series of low groans. She came back with a smile. “Let’s go. Maintenance will be at your destination shortly. You’ll have access while the doors are blocked off from interruption.”

The Empress really had thought of everything. I was impressed. “Thanks, Cee.” I made sure the portal stick was in my suit pocket, and turned back to the others. “I’ll go there with Cee. It’ll only take a few minutes. Why don’t you guys go somewhere and keep a low profile?”

“There’s a lounge close by. Best tenipro out there.” Cee-eight gave Denise instructions, and Slate walked over to me.

“Boss? You sure going alone is a good idea? What’s with you? You don’t think one of us is the mole, do you?” Slate looked hurt as he asked.

“No.” I hoped that was the truth. Slate had been with me through so much, I couldn’t imagine him being the one to stab me in the back, but I had to be careful. “Don’t worry about it. A ragtag group like us will draw a lot more attention than a familiar face like Cee-eight talking business with a human.”

He nodded like it made sense and leaned in. “We’re going to get Karo back. Then we go home. I’m thinking of retiring,” he said quietly.

“From what?” It was a serious question.

“From all of this. Denise and I can settle down. Get a house, start a family. Our kids can grow up together, boss.” Slate glanced over at Denise, and she looked lovingly back at him.

“That sounds perfect, buddy. I’m with you.” I thought about what retirement even meant. Would I be able to step away from the Gatekeepers and all the trouble I constantly found myself in? Did I have a choice as this Recaster, or whatever I was? I was like a magnet for conflict. Would I be happy being mayor of Terran Thirteen, maybe eventually being in charge of all New Spero, like Mayor Patel had suggested? I didn’t know the answer.

I shoved the future projecting aside and worried about our current situation. In a few hours, Kinca, the Kraski leader, would be meeting Lom of Pleva with our friend Karo, the last remaining living Theos. That was what I needed to concentrate on.

Cee-eight grabbed my arm and led me away. I grimaced as I looked back to see my gang staring after me before turning to head to some dive bar to wait for me.

We passed dozens of storefronts, lounges, and eating establishments. Some places were blatant in their attempts to get visitors, showing images of various naked creatures, all of which made me want to run away faster. Smells of food lingered in the air, some appealing, while others made me nauseous as we ambled on down the halls.

“Here we are,” Cee-eight said, and right on cue, two robots rolled up, wearing yellow vests and holding random tools. They didn’t say anything. Instead, they scanned Cee-eight’s badge, opened the door, and put a red energy barrier up so no one could get by. Cee-eight stayed outside with them, and I closed the door. With a deep breath, I tried to calm myself. Everything was going to be okay. In a few hours, we could start our trek home.

I pulled out the other side of the portal device and activated it before looking around the now-familiar room. It was exactly the same as the one the Empress’ robots and drones had built back in Egypt. The portal glowed until it filled the space from wall to wall, floor to ceiling; then it disappeared. It was invisible to the eye. I stepped through it, closing my eyes and listening for a difference.

The variance of sound was there but hardly noticeable. Once through, I looked around the room, and couldn’t see any difference from the one back on Udoon. Everyone thought the portal was going to lead us onto the ice world, where we’d left an identical room, but they were wrong. Instead, it led to the duplicate I’d had the Empress make without anyone else knowing.

I went to the far corner and found the secret latch I’d had the robots add in. With a tug, the panel snapped off, and I found myself in the cargo bay of a Bhlat ship.

“W?” I called, and walked down a corridor toward the compact bridge.

“Hello, Captain. It is nice to see you here.” W’s voice carried down the hall as I approached. “We are at our destination.” He motioned to the viewscreen. We were far from any known sentient beings. The remote corner of the universe, as the Empress had called it. Without her wormhole drives, it would have taken more than my lifetime to travel this far, even with the advanced FTL drive.

“Very good. Thank you, W.”

He didn’t respond to the polite comment. “Is there anything else you need of me?” he asked.

“No. We’re going to sneak you out to the space station with me. We have to be quick. Remember, the others don’t know about the ship. They think the portal’s going to lead to the ice world.”

W stood up, and his electronic eyes stared at me. “I understand, Captain, and will not speak a word of it.”

I grabbed my communication device that went directly to the Empress and tapped it on. “Empress, it’s Dean Parker.”

Her voice carried over the line, and I was amazed at the technology, seamlessly allowing us to speak while so far apart. “Dean, good to hear from you. Did W tell you about the backup surprise?” she asked.

I glanced at the robot, who remained silent. “Not yet. What is it?”

“The ship is armed with explosives. W will give you the trigger. Should you need to escalate things, don’t be afraid to use it. There’s also a tablet with a live feed of the Kraski colony. Use it to show them your show of force. We’re scheduled to jump there in under two hours. The timing should be impeccable.”

W reached down and passed me a small pen-shaped object. The trigger. I eyed it, worried I might accidentally set it off. It had a flip top and a button beneath. I slid it carefully into my pocket and sighed.

“Anything else I should know?” I asked her.

“Surveillance on the ice world shows no ships approaching yet. I’ll keep you posted on any developments,” the Empress said, clearly invested in the outcome. I wondered what it was that had her so involved on a personal level. I decided not to ask.

Could I have been wrong? Was the traitor not as close to me as I’d assumed? “Thanks, Empress. Wish me luck.”

“Luck has nothing to do with it, Dean. You will do what you need to do,” she said and ended the transmission.

“W, let’s go,” I said with one last look at the colorful nebulas in the far distance through the viewscreen. The robot bent down and hit a button. The ship shook, and I nearly fell over. “What the hell was that?”

“The engines, Captain. They are now detached. This ship has no weapons, with the exception of the explosives attached to the underbelly, and now it has no way of being flown.” W turned and lumbered toward the back of the ship.

I followed him, and we entered the secret room together before I snapped the panel back in place. “Don’t say anything once we’re through.” W didn’t comment, and we stepped through the invisible portal, arriving back on Udoon. Everything was set. The space was empty. Apparently, it was a room meant for clandestine meetings. No chairs, no tables; just dark walls and floors. I wondered how many altercations happened here, and how many dirty deals were done right where I stood.

I opened the door, and the maintenance bots removed the red barrier with the touch of a button. I stepped into the hall, and W was close behind. “Cee-eight, get my friend somewhere quiet. Don’t let the others see him here.”

“Very well,” Cee-eight said, giving me directions to the lounge, where the others were waiting. I kept my eyes down, trying to avoid eye contact with any of the different beings that roamed the station. As I neared the lounge, I saw a Kraski trying to hide beneath a hooded robe. Its familiar eyes burned through the shadows as it peered around anxiously. I turned my head as I walked past it and cut into the bar without being noticed.

I instantly recognized Slate’s short blond hair from behind and headed for their table. Denise was beside him, hand pressed down on the table. I thought they’d stand out like a sore thumb, but after looking around, there were nothing but motley crews of various aliens hanging out, many in random groups. We might have actually been one of the less conspicuous assemblies in the bar.

Rulo saw me coming and slid over on a bench on the left side of the table. The room was packed and musty, making me sweat from the heat and anticipation.

I leaned in. “It’s done.”

“Good. Now we just have to wait,” Slate said. “But not for long.”

“I saw a Kraski in the hall. They’re here.” My voice wasn’t much more than a whisper, but everyone seemed to hear me.

My earpiece buzzed, and Cee-eight’s voice came through. “Dean, your target has arrived at the destination. He has the package with him.”

I tapped it. “Thank you for the information.”

We stood as one, everyone’s jaws tight and faces serious. “We get Karo back now and end this Kraski threat,” I said. We headed for the room that was waiting for Kinca with my trap.
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It turned out Kinca had entered with Karo – the package – and with two other Kraski. There had been no sign of Lom of Pleva yet, according to Cee-eight. I really hoped I could trust her. My gut was telling me I might be walking into a trap as well. I grabbed the communicator that I had connected to the Empress’ own device and programmed it into my earpiece. I didn’t want her message getting through to anyone else’s ears.

“Do we wait?” Slate asked, and I thought about it.

“Just a few minutes,” I said in hushed tones. Solving the Kraski threat and getting Karo back were my main objectives. If I could avoid seeing Lom of Pleva entirely, that would be ideal. I imagined getting this dealt with and sneaking out before he showed up. He would be upset, but then we could deal with him another day. “On second thought, let’s go in. Rulo, you guard the door outside. Don’t let anyone through. Rivo, you stay out of the way. If anything happens to you, your father will be as angry with me as Lom of Pleva. I can’t afford another enemy.”

Rivo looked ready to argue but bit her tongue and backed away, heading down the hall.

“Slate and Denise, you’re with me.” They both grabbed guns – Slate a pulse rifle and Denise a pistol. We were ready. “No time like the present.”

I opened the door to the room, but as I started forward, Slate set a big hand on my shoulder, holding me back. “I’ll go first,” he said with authority. I let him.

He entered, and Denise and I were right behind him. One step we were on the Udoon station; the next we were in a copycat room, tens of thousands of light years away. My two allies assumed we were on the ice world.

The Kraski leader’s eyes went wide, and his guards fumbled for weapons.

“Keep them down, Kinca,” I said, recognizing the Kraski with a scar across his face.

“How… where is he?” Kinca asked, looking behind us. I didn’t follow his gaze.

“Lom isn’t here yet. It’s just us.” For the first time, I noticed the tall figure in the corner. He wore a black cloak, hiding him in the dark room. “Karo, are you okay?”

His head snapped up as if he’d been sleeping, his eyes dazed and unfocused. Clearly he was drugged.

I spoke slowly but firmly. “This is simple, Kinca. Right now, Keppe, Motrill, and Bhlat forces are surrounding your little piece of heaven you stole from the Motrill. If you don’t give us Karo right now, the last of your small foothold in the universe will be destroyed.”

“I don’t believe you, Parker,” Kinca said, his hand ready to grab a weapon from its holster.

“Maybe you’ll believe this,” I said, pulling the tablet out. I held my breath, hoping the Empress’ timing was as good as she claimed it would be. The Keppe were hesitantly following the Bhlat’s lead on this mission. Lord Crul must have hated that, and I could only imagine Admiral Yope’s stoic face turning dark in anger. He would be leading the Keppe charge at the colony world, using the wormhole tech that was newly fitted to their fleet.

I turned it over, revealing a live feed of their world. A space station orbited around it, a few ships and satellites blinking lights in our view.

“There’s nothing there out of the ordinary…” he started to say but stopped as the fleets appeared on the probe’s wide camera angle. Dozens of sleek Motrill ships arrived, with the Keppe fleet right behind them. I recognized the markings of Starbound and gave a silent prayer for the crew. Magnus and his family were away on an expedition, and I was grateful to keep them out of my crazy plan.

Seconds later, the Bhlat forces materialized through black rifts, twenty huge warships covering the other side of the world from a thousand kilometers away. They’d make quick work of the Kraski world.

“What is this?” Kinca cried out.

“This is me angry, Kinca.” I stepped toward him. “First you come to Earth and send hybrids to do your bidding. You made them trick us into befriending them. Loving them, even! They’re people too. They aren’t disposable creatures!” I was yelling now, thinking about Janine, who I later learned was Mae, and then the second Janine thrust in her place, and how hard that must have been on her. She’d died because of the Kraski, like countless others.

“We had no choice,” he said, his voice a low growl.

“There’s always a choice,” I responded.

“Like how you chose to kill us all,” he accused.

“You beamed everyone off Earth and sent them to die. You enslaved the Deltra…”

“We were forced to do that after your new friends, the Bhlat, nearly disposed of every last one of us,” he said, running a finger along his scar. So that was where he got it.

“Then we offer you a choice. Give us Karo, release any human hybrids you have, and we’ll spare you. Leave Udoon station now and never come back.” I lowered my arm and the tablet with it. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one had come into the room.

“Then what? Lom of Pleva wants this being,” Kinca said, looking behind me nervously.

I had to be quick. Lom would be there any time. “He’s just one man.”

The scarred Kraski shook his head. “No. He is much more.”

My earpiece buzzed, and I tapped it. “Dean, our sensors have picked up activity on the ice world. Ships have arrived and are lowering toward the decoy.”

I whispered into the mic, “Whose ships are they?”

“We aren’t sure. Something new.”

It had to be Lom’s people. We’d been betrayed, and the trap was sprung. My eyes scanned back and forth. Was this all a big trick by the Empress to create chaos among the lesser forces out there? Did she have fun pulling puppet strings? My experience with her had taught me she was tough but caring of her people. She didn’t treat me with anything but respect, and I doubted she was behind it.

Kinca and I stared at each other for a moment as I tried to figure it out. My gaze scanned from Denise to Slate. Was it one of them? It had to be someone close to us. Rivo? W? Rulo? What would their motivation be? Damn it. I was running out of time.

“Give him to us or perish,” I threatened. “I know this is your last home base. You’re done if we destroy this world, and you deserve it after your crimes. Give us Karo, you walk away, your people get to live, but remember this moment. Remember the forces I can assemble against you, and never, I mean never, come to New Spero again.” My blood was pumping hard, and I was standing inches away from the tall Kraski, looking into his hard eyes.

Kinca stood straight-backed but slouched enough for me to see his decision made. “Let him go,” he said, and the guard holding on to the Theos released his grip.

Karo stumbled forward and Slate grabbed his arm, leading him across and through the portal, and I saw him cross back into the real room on Udoon. Of course, the others didn’t know they weren’t there as well at that moment.

It was time to get out of there, before Lom arrived. “Take care, Kinca. Remember our agreement. Stay to yourself, and don’t so much as breathe my name again.”

I turned to leave, Denise beside me, when Slate stepped back inside. Denise kicked out, knocking Slate’s rifle out of his surprised hands. “Wha…” he started to say, when her fist clocked him in the jaw, a snapping sound filling the room. His hands went up in defense, but Denise just stood there, holding a gun on him.

“Denise, what the hell are you doing?” I asked, reaching for my pulse pistol.

“Don’t do it, Dean. Or he’s dead,” she said.

Slate’s eyes were hard, disbelief crossing his face.

“That’s right. Or you’re all dead. And you don’t want that, do you, Dean?” a new voice asked. I’d been so preoccupied with Slate, and Denise’s betrayal, I hadn’t seen anyone enter the room.

The three Kraski each held guns in their hands now, unsure who to point them at. I backed up, pressing my shoulders against the wall away from everyone, and looked at the newcomer. This could only be one man: Lom of Pleva.

He stood at least seven feet tall. His shoulders were wide, along with the rest of him, bulky in a fit and powerful way. Half of his face was metal, a matte gray material; the other half was scarred and pale. It was then I heard the slight whirring of robotics when he moved. He was half robot, a cyborg.

“Lom,” I said, trying to sound tough, but my voice caught in my throat. “We finally meet.”

“Yes. Thank you for placing the Theos in my hands, Dean,” Lom said in English. He smiled, his half-mouth baring teeth too perfect to be natural.

“Where is he?” I asked, my heart racing in my chest.

“He’ll be in my team’s hands soon enough,” was his only answer. “Kinca, you’ve failed me. I’ve tried to help you for years, but every time, your people fail and fail hard. I gave you weapons. I gave you the technology to beam an entire people off a planet, and you squandered it all. The hybrids… you can’t do anything right.” Lom stepped into the room, now between Slate and me.

His footsteps were light, soundless in the quiet box. “Lom, we’ve done all we know how. I think it unfair to say…” Kinca started to say, when Lom brought up an arm, firing two beams from a fingertip of his left hand. The guard to the right of Kinca dropped, then the one to his left.

Kinca stared down at the two bodies and backed himself into the room’s far corner. “I’ve done everything you’ve ever asked of me. We’ve paid you everything we had.”

“And now that your usefulness has ended for me, our arrangement is over,” Lom said casually.

“What does that mean?” the Kraski leader asked.

“It means what you think it means,” Lom said. “Dean, would you be so kind as to point that tablet in your hand at Kinca?”

I hesitated but turned the tablet up, seeing the image of the Kraski world much as it had been minutes before. Lom tapped his foot five times, and we witnessed the first explosion go off on the planet. Then a second, a third, and one last fiery eruption. Bright orange energy shot out from the world, and an energy source appeared in the center of the planet’s destruction, sucking everything in the area into it.

Ships from the invading fleets struggled against the force; then there was nothing but empty space where the Kraski world had been. Kinca fell to his knees, screaming out.

“You see? I don’t like loose ends,” Lom said.

Kinca stretched to grab a gun from his fallen guard, but Denise was quicker. She took a second to spin to the Kraski, firing a single pulse at him from her pistol, before swinging back to aim at Slate. Kinca crumpled on the ground, dead in an instant.

This wasn’t going to end well. I knew it in my gut and hated myself for getting stuck in the trap. I’d been so foolish. Of course it had been Denise. She had access to things as a policewoman, like cameras, ID codes, and anything else. She was trusted, and she’d integrated with us through Slate. It was just like…

My eyes went wide, and Lom’s one good eye squinted at me, his half-mouth smiling again.

The Empress started talking quickly into my ear, but I didn’t hear her words. It was all white noise.

Slate looked crestfallen, destroyed. I needed to snap out of it and figure a way to still win the day.

“You see it now, don’t you, Dean?” Lom asked, still smiling.

“The hybrids. You didn’t give all of the models to the Kraski, did you?” I asked, looking at Denise.

“No, I didn’t. They’ve proven their worth, especially this one.” Lom glanced over to Denise, who grinned back at him.

“Denise, is it true?” Slate asked her.

“Shut up, Zeke.” She said his real name with contempt. “God, you’re so weak. Following this one” – she jabbed a thumb in the air toward me across the room – “around like a lame puppy. It was painful playing this role.” Her words were sharp, and Slate looked like she’d just stabbed him in the chest with them.

“What do you want, Lom?” I asked.

During the seconds it took him to answer, I heard the Empress’ voice in my ear. “They’ve touched down at the room on the ice world. If you have to do anything, do it now, before they realize the trap.”

I remembered that Denise didn’t know where we really were right now. We weren’t on the ice world where we’d built the replica of the room on Udoon; we were in a ship far from any civilizations. A ship with no engines and lined with explosives. All I needed to do was get Slate and myself through the portal first, leaving them behind. Then we’d disconnect it and tap the trigger on the pen-like device linked to the bombs.

The realization that the Kraski were gone hit me. There would be a few of them left around, but they had no fleet, no leadership, and from the sounds of it, no credits left to their name. If I could pull this off, we’d be without one of our old enemies and could deal with Lom of Pleva at the same time.

Lom finally spoke. “I want you dead. It’s quite simple.”

“Then what are you waiting for?” I asked stupidly. I was trying to distract him, to get him pacing the room, moving away from the invisible portal barrier. It worked.

Lom stepped forward. Denise remained still, pointing a gun at Slate, keeping her distance from his long reach in case he tried anything. I huddled close to the barrier, waiting for the moment to act as Lom spoke. “You’re a lot of trouble. I’ve heard all the stories. Very impressive for a weak human. But you’re more than that, aren’t you, Dean? More than the rest of your pathetic race.”

I still held my pistol, waiting for the right moment. Firing at Lom would be a dangerous gamble. He was only half flesh and likely had a shield covering him. I had only one other alternative.

“I’m just an accountant,” I said, and his forehead scrunched up, like he didn’t understand the word. “Why don’t you just let us go our way, and you go yours?”

“You see, I can’t do that. But I’ll give you an option. I come bearing an opportunity,” Lom said.

“What’s that?” I asked. My finger twinged on the trigger of the pulse pistol.

“Work for me. You’ll be wealthier than you could imagine, live anywhere you want. Dean, you haven’t seen the luxuries out there. Your wife would love it. And that little pink baby of yours too.”

I clenched my jaw, and he looked amused as he watched me tense in anger. “Relax, Dean. I wouldn’t harm them. Not if you agree to my terms. This one will have to die, though. I’m sorry.”

Slate was my brother. He was my sidekick and my best friend. I saw Denise step back slightly as her finger tightened on the trigger. I had no choice. I fired once, twice, three times, and she fell to the ground, holes blasted through her body. “Go, Slate, go!” I yelled, and he stared at the dead body in front of him before looking over at me with a sadness I’d never seen on his face before. It was then I noticed he was holding his left arm in agony. She’d hit him. His hesitation was over. He ran through the barrier, and I was right behind him, only something blocked my way through.

“I don’t think so, Dean. You’re not going anywhere.”


THIRTY

I struggled to get past the barrier, but it was to no avail. He had me trapped.

“I’ve heard you consider yourself quite the intelligent person. Not smart enough to fool me, though, were you? As we speak, a hundred of my soldiers are advancing on this building,” Lom said, his voice light and friendly. “Did you really think I wouldn’t figure it out? Even without Denise, it would have been simple enough.”

I let him talk, hoping Slate had taken the portal down from his end. Lom saw my gaze flicker to where the portal barrier had sat invisible, and he stuck his arm through it. But I knew now we weren’t going back to Udoon. Slate had taken the barrier down. Lom of Pleva and I were alone on a ship bound for nowhere, and I had no way out.

That feeling of finality hit me once again. I’d had it a few times. Once when I raced down the roads of South America, with no one but Carey at my side. On the bridge of the Bhlat ship when General Blel fought the Empress for control of their fleet, when I thought Mary was dead. Then only a few months ago, when I headed straight for the Unwinding with a dimensional Shifter in my grip. This felt much like each of those times, but I didn’t have a knot in my stomach or sweat dripping down my back this time.

Calm washed over me as I locked eyes with Lom. He was imposing: part machine, tall and broad, only half a face showing, the other half covered in metal. But I had the upper hand.

Now that I knew he couldn’t escape through the portal barrier, I raised my hands up. “You got me. How about we consider this deal you’re speaking of?”

Lom measured me with his gaze. “You expect me to trust you?”

“Why not? Have you ever heard of me not being trustworthy? I’m Dean Parker, the guy who cut deals with the Deltra…”

He finished my sentence. “Then killed them.”

“You would have too, in my position. And one of the Deltra eventually became a great friend of mine. An inventor named Kareem.” His eye widened at this, as if it was news to him. “The Deltra broke the trust first. Hell, I have alliances with your own hybrids. Don’t forget the Bhlat. Add in the Keppe now; even the Supreme of the Volim and I are on good speaking terms. Toss in Garo Alnod and his resources, and I have to say I have some good references.” I stood up straight and felt the grip of his barrier loosen on me.

“You are persuasive, I’ll give you that. Karo. Where is he?” he asked.

I hesitated. “You didn’t have men waiting to grab him on Udoon station?”

“I wasn’t expecting Kinca to give in so easily. I thought he had a backbone.” Lom leaned casually. He started walking for the back of the room. I let him. It was sealed. “How do I get out of here?”

“I’ll show you,” I said. “What do you need Karo for?” I asked as I walked to the hidden panel that would lead us to the cargo bay of a ship, instead of to the ice world he was expecting.

“The Theos? I’ve tried for years to find them. Somehow you did it. Karo’s blood will sustain me. I’ll become immortal, like any man of greatness such as myself should be. And just think of the hybrids we can create. How about some Theos and human genetics mixed together? A race of beings that will live long, without health concerns, and so much more.” He paused, and I stopped at the panel, my hands ready to pop it out. “Your daughter could live forever, Dean. Is there a reason you wouldn’t want that for Jules?”

“Don’t you say her name again,” I whispered, not looking back at him. I popped the panel out and motioned for him to pass through.

“You first,” he said calmly.

I obliged and entered the cargo bay, running for the far end. He was big and struggled through the opening. I ran, hiding behind a crate, and he growled angrily. “What kind of treachery is this?” he screamed before changing languages and talking to himself. He was likely calling his team on the ice world. He repeated a few phrases, then fired at the crates in front of me, which exploded into small pieces. I dropped low to the ground and crawled ten yards away, behind a larger stack of protection. I was wearing a shield dome, but it wouldn’t last more than a few shots. I had to be careful.

“What did you do, Dean? Where are we? Why won’t my communicator work?” he asked.

Mine worked because the frequency was programmed into the ship’s parameters, but all other signals were dead inside this ship. No one would know where he was. My back pressed hard against the metal wall. I goaded him. “What do you mean? We’re on the ice world, like you said.”

“No. We. Are. Not!” He pounded his feet across the room, and I heard the top crate crash to the ground beside me.

“We’re far away, Lom. Far away, indeed.” I pulled a thin object from my pocket and stood up, my right hand on the trigger of my pulse pistol. I knew he’d have a shield on too, so it would come down to whose burned out faster. I suspected it would be mine.

“Where?” Saliva dripped down Lom’s chin as he asked the question.

“Look for yourself,” I said, and he slowly backed up, heading to the far wall, where a computer screen sat recessed into the wall.

He tapped it a few times, and an image appeared on it. It was the view from the front of the ship, the distant colorful nebula filling half of the screen. Otherwise, there was nothing but faraway stars. “I don’t recognize this,” he said.

“You wouldn’t. You know how the universe is ever expanding? This is somewhere few have laid eyes on. No one will find you here.” I stepped out from behind the crates. There was no point in hiding from the inevitable.

“What’s your end game?” he asked.

“Karo’s safe. I wanted to work it out with the Kraski, but I guess you did me a favor by killing them all. And my family’s safe. We’ll go on, and you’ll die. Here. Now,” I said. I was surprised by how steady my voice was.

Lom smiled then laughed, spittle flying out of his thin lips. “You really do regard yourself highly. To think that you, a puny human, can kill Lom of Pleva. I’m centuries old. I’ve amassed the most wealth in the universe, and have started and ended over a dozen civilizations. You’ll either bend your knee to me now, or you will die.

“Not soon, though. I’ll take your beaten body and make you watch as I kill your child, then your wife. You’ll view it all from above as I destroy New Spero, and then, as I hunt every damned human out there, you’ll be by my side, broken, without a tongue to argue, with no hands to fight. You’ll watch your people all die, and then, only then, will I consider letting you join them.”

“No. You’re wrong.” This time, my voice did betray my nerves. There was no leaving Lom here to rot. I couldn’t risk it, not after what he’d just said. The others were right. This man was a lunatic. He didn’t just speak that threat idly, he meant every word of it. I had no choice. I had to make sure he never made it out of here.

I’d told Slate and the others to never reinstall the portal wall. If I was stuck there with Lom, they were to leave it that way. I’d talk to the Empress through my communicator, letting her know it was over. I tapped the earpiece and spoke to Lom. “You and I will die here together today.”

Lom laughed again as he pointed a hand at me. Pulse beams shot out, and I ducked and rolled, my shield dome taking the brunt of the abuse. I fired back at him as I stilled, his shield making only the slightest indication it had been hit. He stalked toward me, and I kept firing until the shield began to weaken. He thought he was invincible, but the truth was, I wanted to wear it down enough that the coming explosion would be enough to kill him.

The Empress spoke into my ear. She wished me luck and called me a warrior. “Tell Mary and Jules I love them,” I whispered.

He fired at me. My shield wore down as I sat back against a wall, endlessly going shot for shot with Lom. Finally, I saw his visible eye flicker as he looked down to my left hand. I flipped the detonator cap open and gave him a grim smile.

I pictured Mary and Jules in the short time we’d spent together as a family. I saw them growing older together, me watching from the clouds. Jules with her long curly chestnut hair, and Mary holding her hand on the way to her first day of school. These images flooded my eyes as I pressed down on the button, my body bracing for the explosion.

Nothing happened.


THIRTY-ONE

Lom’s instinct had been to duck and run for the edge of the ship, thinking I had the bomb on my person. I got up, firing toward him as I ran for cover. It hadn’t worked. The ship was wired to go off with the press of a detonator, and it had failed. Even though I wanted it to work, I still felt relief at being alive. My mind raced, thinking of ways I could I win the day.

“It looks like your plan to kill yourself alongside me was flawed. I told you I’m invincible,” Lom of Pleva said.

I rolled my eyes, knowing he had nothing to do with the malfunction.

He kept talking. “See. It’s a sign. Join me, Dean.”

An idea hit me like a ton of bricks. There was a way to get rid of Lom and survive. I pulled the small device from my pocket, fumbling with it. Regnig and I had spent some time going over how to work the time-travel device Fontem had spent his life searching for. Now, as I heard Lom walking toward me, all of the research on it slipped through my mind like water through a strainer.

He was close now, and I stood, dropping my pulse pistol. “You win.”

“Good. I thought you might say that. Just imagine the look on Alnod’s face when we kill him, you by my side. It will be priceless. You see, he did this to me.” Lom ran a hand across the left side of his body, where the robotics whirred, and to the plate covering half of his face. “He thought he could kill me so easily, but not even an explosion that large could end my reign.”

“My family will be safe, though, right? That’s the deal?” I asked, more to appease and distract him as my thumb tapped the final details into the time device.

“As long as you stay in line, then yes. I’m not a monster, Dean.” He said this with a dark half-grin that churned my stomach.

I had to prod him now, to anger him so much he would charge me. It was the only way. Sweat dripped down my torso as I nervously waited to activate the device. “Only, you are. You want nothing but power and credits, and for everyone to fear the name Lom of Pleva. What the hell is a Pleva anyway? A backwater swamp planet? Are you the king and lord of a muddy stink hole, Lom?”

“Watch your tongue.” He raised a hand. “Deal’s off. You will die like I described. I can’t wait to see your face as I peel your baby from your wife’s arms.”

“You’ll never see them. You’re useless. Trapped by a human in the middle of nowhere. No communication, no engines, and a shield that’s nearly dead. You’re impotent, Lom,” I said, hoping he’d bite.

It worked. Lom yelled in frustration and stepped closer to me. I waited. The rift would open one yard from me, and he needed to be moving so he couldn’t stop.

“Come on, let’s do this like men!” I yelled, raising my right fist as if we were boxers in a ring.

He ran now, an animalistic snarl over his face. I closed my eyes for a second and pressed the button. The colorful rift opened in an instant, small as a pinprick at first, then upwards and sideways at the same time.

Lom was able to avoid it, crashing into me. We rolled to the ground in a heap, the air gone from my lungs. I gasped, swinging at him. My hand hit his armor, and crumpled.

“You think to trick me?” Lom was on his feet, kicking me in the ribs. I felt something snap as I rolled away. I stumbled to my feet, Lom stalking after me. He swung an arm, his long reach catching me in the shoulder. I spun but kept my footing. Lom was standing right in front of the fold in time.

It hung there, a blotchy circle, reds, greens, and blues cascading around like a whirlwind. He didn’t even seem to remember it was behind him.

A blade shot from his left hand, and his face was a mask of horror. “Let’s start with the tongue.” The sharp edge came at me, cutting into my cheek. Blood poured out, and I took the chance. He was off-balance from his thrust. I kicked low, hitting his right knee. It twisted, going to the ground. I kneed him in the head, on the flesh side.

His blade caught me in the leg. A searing pain coursed through me, causing me to bend over.

“You’ll never beat me,” Lom shouted, but he was wrong. As soon as he was looming before me, I pushed forward, planting both hands on his torso, shoving him back with all my remaining strength. He stumbled back, entering the colorful vortex. His yells cut off as soon as his head disappeared into the time fold.

I staggered around it, seeing I was alone in the room. I tapped it closed and fell to the ground, my back pressed against a stack of crates. It worked. Lom of Pleva was gone, sent into another time.

I pressed a palm to my cheek, which stung fiercely, as did my wounded leg. Each breath came with a sharp pain, and I knew my rib was broken.

I looked down at the device and double-checked the stats. My stomach knotted up tightly when I saw what I’d done. I’d meant to send him into the future, far away, so I wouldn’t have to think of his name ever again. The device wasn’t built on Earth years, so the math was suspect, but I’d intended to program it for two thousand of our years.

But in my rush and half-concentration, it was set for around twenty Earth years.

I sat there, staring at it, wondering if he’d arrive in our own timeline twenty years from now, or if he was on a parallel one. My head pounded as I got to my feet, the blood loss becoming worrisome now.

“Empress. Communicate with Slate. Tell him to open the portal again. It’s done. I’m coming home.”

____________

We sat inside Cee-eight’s ship, ready to start the trip back home. Rulo remained quiet, her pride shaken after Lom of Pleva had blasted a shield around her and walked by her at the doorway. I told her it wasn’t her fault he got through. There was no way to prevent it, but it didn’t seem to help. Rivo was the only one of us with some energy. She was thrilled at the outcome and couldn’t wait to tell her father that his nemesis was gone.

Karo was there, eyes bright and wide as he stared out the viewscreen. I think he assumed his time was over, and he hadn’t spoken much since we’d gotten him on board. Lom’s hired goons had broken when Cee-eight bribed them as they engaged her ship, holding Karo. She told them Lom was dead, and they hadn’t put up much of a fight.

Then there was Slate. He was in the small quarters, lying on a bunk that was too short for his tall frame. I made my way inside the room and closed the door.

“Slate, I’m sorry,” I told my friend. He didn’t move, and his back was to me while he faced the wall. My face was bandaged; all of my injuries had been fixed, but I might have scars. They’d remind me how close it had been.

“It’s not your fault. How could I be so stupid, Dean?” Slate asked, and I noticed how he called me by my name, and not “boss.” It sounded good, like we were equals. He claimed he didn’t mean anything by the term “boss,” but it always made me think he felt like my subordinate, instead of my co-conspirator or friend.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“She was a hybrid. Looking back, it’s so obvious. Of course she was the mole. Damn it, Dean. The first woman I fall in love with, and she’s using me.” Slate now turned and swung his legs off the bed, his feet hitting the ground softly.

“I understand that only too well,” I offered. “It seems we both had the same thing happen.”

He thought about it and gave me a weak smile. “You’re right.” His gaze averted from mine. “We even killed each other’s.”

Slate was clearly still ashamed for killing Mae back on the Bhlat station, but I’d long ago forgiven him. “Forgive me, Zeke,” I said, using his real name. I went and sat beside him on the bed, and put my arm around his wide shoulders. “Forgive me for having to kill her like that in front of you.”

“She was about to shoot me, so I can only say thank you. We’re even now, I suppose,” Slate said.

“Can things go back to normal between us?” I asked him.

He nodded. “They already are.” He said the words, but I could see the pain racking his body and mind. It would be a while before he’d heal from this one. He held his arm close to his body, and I saw the fresh pink skin. Cee-eight’s medical kit had cleaned up his injury well, but a damaged arm was something we both shared.

Slate leaned back, his right arm propping him up. “Dean, I’m sorry I didn’t come help you.”

“You weren’t supposed to.”

“Do you know how hard that was? I thought you were going to die,” he said.

“I know. But I didn’t. I have too much to live for.”

“You do.”

“And so do you. You’ll get over this, Slate. You’ll be stronger for it. Believe me,” I assured him.

“Thanks. Do you mind if I have a few minutes alone?” he asked, and I got up, shaking my head.

“Take as much time as you need.” I shut the door and heard him fall back down on the bed in a heap.


EPILOGUE

One Year Later

“What do you think?” I asked, taking the blindfold off Mary’s eyes.

She stood at the precipice of the rooftop, glass safely keeping her from falling down, though she still took a step back. “It’s amazing.”

“That’s it? Amazing? I mean, this is pretty spectacular. How about life-changing, or revolutionary? I’d even take absolutely fantastic.” I waved my hand as if I were a model on a game show.

“It’s great, Dean. Perfect.” Mary stepped over and slid her hand into mine as we looked over our newest colony. It felt strange to think of it as a colony, but that was really what it was. Earth reborn. Dozens of high-rises stood nearing the clouds. It was modeled after the Terran sites on New Spero, only this one had a lot more houses and acreages surrounding it. We gave those to the people working the crops and tending the animals needed to survive in Middle America. From this spot, you could see for miles and miles, all the way to the canola crops near our eventual destination.

Mary had been so busy with the new site on Haven that she hadn’t seen this one with her own eyes. “I have a surprise for you,” I said.

“More surprises?” she asked with a smile.

“Come on, get in,” I said, picking Jules up off the ground. I passed her favorite little doll to her, and she shook it and hugged it tight as we made our way to the lander.

“Where are we going?” Mary asked, taking Jules from me as I shut the door to the small ship and lifted off. “And since when did you learn to fly these things?”

“I figured it was better if I learned to get around myself. I can’t always have a Magnus or a Mary around.” The reference to my friend got me thinking about them. We’d spoken a few times, and they were enjoying their mission on the Keppe’s exploratory vessel. So much so, they were considering staying on permanently.

Mary rubbed my shoulder. “Well, you can have a Mary around you most times.”

“I can handle that,” I said. A few drones hovered around the new buildings, but the city was mostly ready for living. I was happy to be leaving it in the capable hands of Paul, the same man I’d met running Central Park’s settlement.

I lowered us as we passed the edge of the city, and I moved to the south, toward the familiar landscape. Mary’s mouth formed a knowing smile. “What’s this?” she asked.

“Do you recognize it?” I asked.

“Only from your descriptions.” Mary had never seen my parents’ acreage, but we’d spent countless hours regaling one another with tales of our childhoods. “What are we doing here?”

The house was fixed up, looking like a classic farmhouse from the Forties on the outside – only with no rotting wood, a new paint job, and new shingles. “This is our new home, if you’re happy with that.”

“But we already have a home,” she said.

“The way I figure, we need a place to stay on New Spero, on Earth, and on Haven, if we’re in charge of the colonies. I hope you don’t mind, but I thought this was the perfect place to raise Jules while we’re here.” The lander touched down in the field between the huge garden and the house. It was July, and the sun was high in the sky, the garden in full bloom.

“How did you…?” Mary was looking to the plants, tears in her eyes. “It’s beautiful, Dean.” She grabbed Jules and set her down on the thick green grass. Jules started to run around, her shoulder-length hair bobbing in the wind, and our house door opened. Maggie raced across the yard and to Jules, licking our daughter’s face like she hadn’t seen her in a year. It had only been three days.

“Papa,” Jules said, raising her arms to me.

“I got you.” I picked her up, and we walked toward the house. It held so many great memories, and I hoped Jules would have the same experience and love as I’d had growing up here.

Slate stood at the doorway, and Mary’s smile grew when she saw him. It was his turn to grow a beard. I’d shaved mine off when the ordeal with Lom was over. I needed a new start. Now Slate had a bushy beard, mostly blond, speckled with brown and red hairs. His hair was longer, and he was almost unrecognizable.

“Mary, great to see you.” The two of them hugged, and Jules stretched her arms out for Uncle Slate, who happily took the little girl. “And it’s good to see you too, Princess Jules.”

“Dean, the house… it looks so inviting.” Mary walked through the doorway, and I followed. We were greeted by all of our friends.

Rivo and Garo were there, talking with Clare and Nick. Sarlun and Suma were in the kitchen with Regnig and Admiral Yope. Rulo stood at his side, smiling. Cee-eight had taken us up on the invite, and she was sitting on our couch beside the Empress of the Bhlat, whispering into her ear. James and my sister were there, and she waved at me as I entered. The room smelled of roast chicken, and a Bhlat delicacy that reminded me of fish. I didn’t ask what kind of animal it came from.

The only people missing were the ones we’d lost along the way, and Magnus and Natalia, who were far away, with little Dean and Patty at their side.

Mary greeted them all, and later, when she asked why the big event, I told her the truth. I wanted to celebrate. We’d all been through so much over the years, and it was time to enjoy each other’s company and treat these years like they were special, because they were. The threats were over for the time being, and everything had somehow fallen into place.

I thought about Kareem telling me to change the universe, and I wondered if he would be proud. If I’d done enough to make it safe for us. Time would tell, but for now, I wanted to enjoy it.

There was a knock on the door, and Paul stood there, wearing a tie. It almost looked out of place on him, but I liked it. He was embracing his new role as leader of Earth 2.0. “Glad you could make it. Hi, Sammy. And hello, Brittany,” I said to his wife and daughter. They’d been reconnected shortly after I got word to New Spero that Earth was still inhabited.

Terrance and Leslie arrived with Karo, who was staying on Haven. He enjoyed the peace out there and had integrated himself into their community with ease.

The house was full of laughter, beverages, and good food, and when everyone left for the night, I got Jules to bed, and told Mary I’d be right up. She kissed my cheek, and her cool hand lingered on my neck for a moment.

I went downstairs and stepped outside. The air was still hot, the sun just down. A coyote howled in the distance, and it was oddly comforting to hear. I walked around the house to the cellar that led beneath our home. It had a padlock on the door, and I used a key from my pocket to turn it. That one was just for show. There was also an invisible shield, which would let only my biometrics through. I stepped down, pulling a chain to turn an incandescent light on. The steps were made from carved-out earth, and soon I was at the bottom of the small cellar.

I went to the wall, opening a secret compartment. Inside was half of one of Fontem’s portal devices. I activated it, knowing where the other half was mounted. I stepped through it, and onto the ship where Lom had been sent to the future. Only the Empress knew of the ship, and only W knew the coordinates, so it was as safe a place as any. I popped the hidden panel out of the copy of the room from Udoon, and entered the cargo room.

I slid a small device from my pocket. It was the small Kalentrek weapon that I’d found on the space station so long ago. It was the one I’d loaded Bhlat DNA into, killing everyone on a Bhlat outpost. I set it in a locked case, hidden under three other crates full of useless tools. Beside it was the time-travel device.

I held it in my hand and marveled at how small it was. No one could get their hands on this. Here it was safe. Twenty years. We had twenty years until Lom of Pleva potentially dropped from his sentence through time, and into our lives again. I silently hoped we were done with him. The Kraski were gone, and for once, I felt safe while I slept at night.

I closed the case, making sure the dangerous weapons were secure, and went back through the portal, into my cellar, to the outside. A few minutes later, Maggie was following me upstairs. I checked on Jules, who was sleeping soundly, like only a sixteen-month-old could. I kissed her forehead before going to our new room, and climbed into bed, wrapping an arm around Mary.

“Everything okay?” she asked quietly.

“Couldn’t be better.” I closed my eyes and couldn’t help but feel like the luckiest man on any world.
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One

The streets of Haven were packed as beings from around the universe mingled amongst each other. I heard at least a dozen languages chatting around me as I walked down the sidewalk with purpose.

The little homestead village had transformed in the last two years. Haven still held on to the charm of a welcoming colony for those in need of respite, but was also drawing in various groups from around the universe to share the soil, and live in what Leslie and Terrance were dubbing the first real intergalactic melting pot.

I loved what I saw and would have lingered in the crowds listening to people’s stories, but I had more pressing matters. The noise was becoming too much for me, and I flipped my earpiece translator off. There’d been plenty of times over the last two years, since the Lom of Pleva incident, that I’d considered the neural implant and voice box modifications that would permit me to speak and hear almost all languages. Now was one of the times I was glad I’d held off.

“Come in, E-Base. Any sign of them?” I tapped my other earpiece, sending the communication.

The base was in orbit above the planet. A reply came quickly. “Roger that. We have a ship of unknown origin, arriving from deep space.” A woman’s voice carried over the earpiece.

“Keep an eye on them. What’s their current trajectory and ETA?” I asked, a nervous bead of sweat dripping over my back.

“Heading straight for us. Two hours at their in-system velocity,” the woman advised.

Two hours. Right when I was supposed to be at the ceremony. “I’m rounding up the team. We’ll be up there in thirty.” I ended the communication and inhaled deeply, smelling various foods simmering at the end of the town square. My stomach growled, but I didn’t have time to stop for anything.

My feet picked up speed, and before I knew it, I was jogging. Maybe there was time to detain the incoming vessel’s crew and return to the surface.

“Slate, come in,” I said, tapping my earpiece.

“Slate here,” he said. He was chewing, and I knew where to find him.

I spotted his bulky body at one of the food stands, beside the much shorter Shimmali girl Suma. I passed by a cluster of humans, a few of them wearing familiar faces. Next, I nodded to some Keppe who were drinking deeply from tall cups, laughing and speaking loudly to one another. The entire area held an energy I hadn’t seen before on Haven.

The world and its capital city of the same name were thriving now, and the ceremony had been a great excuse to show off how far the colony had come. Sarlun had been hesitant to allow the event to take place here, but with help from Mary and our favorite hybrid couple, we showed him why it was the best idea for everyone involved.

Seeing the different races intermingling in the town square, with the sun high overhead in the cloudless sky, I smiled. We’d come so far.

“Dean?” I heard Suma’s voice through the crowd as she spoke to me in English. We’d learned each other’s languages while stranded on Sterona over two years ago. So far, I’d had plenty of opportunity to speak the Shimmali squawks and clicks since they’d sent a contingent of colonists to Haven to live and assist in building up the city. I really enjoyed the people from Shimmal. They were hard-working, and brilliant engineers.

As I thought of them, I spotted a few scattered in the crowd of people, eating various foods, gathered for the festivities. I waved to one I knew and brought my attention back to the task at hand.

“Suma, sorry to bother you on your big day, but I need Slate,” I said as my old friend turned to me.

His hair was longer than ever, his beard bushy but trimmed. It was still odd for me to see him like this, after years of a crew cut and a closely-shaved face. Once the whole incident with Denise betraying him had happened, he said he needed a change, and so far, he’d embraced it.

“What do you need me for, boss? Mary just asked me to come bring some more chairs to the amphitheater.” Slate smiled and popped another piece of meat on a stick in his mouth. “So if this is about the chairs, I’m heading there now.” He chewed a few times. “You know, after I eat.”

I leaned in, looking around to make sure no one was listening. “Slate, we have an incident. We received a transmission from Volim. It seems our friend Sergo has landed in some hot water, and they warned us he may be heading here. The Inlor are searching for him and are likely following his ship as we speak.”

Slate shrugged. “I don’t know what the Inlor are.”

Suma took over, pushing between us, regarding us with her big black eyes. Her snout twitched up and down. She was wearing tights and a blouse, and I thought it was endearing, seeing her wearing something different from the uniform she tended to sport. “Inlor. Not a social race. They’ve only had FTL capability for a thousand years, and have primarily kept to themselves. There’s no portal stone near them, and they haven’t been sighted more than five light years from their home planet, RXM8.”

Slate raised an eyebrow, and popped another bite into his mouth. I didn’t stop Suma; she was on a roll. “They are slight in appearance: pale, thin, six arms, two with opposable thumbs, four with claws. Two legs and great eyesight, from what we know. To balance that, their sense of smell is on the lower end of the spectrum, and they eat all their food raw; strictly a plant-based diet.” Suma stopped speaking and grinned at us.

“Someone studied hard for her entrance exam,” I suggested. “Maybe that’s why she got the best grade ever posted, according to Sarlun.”

Suma beamed at that. “Seriously? I did? He didn’t even tell me!”

I cleared my throat, realizing I might have ruined a surprise. “Anyway. Yes, that’s the Inlor in a nutshell. It appears there’s a unique metal on their world, one that might change the way a weapon holds a charge. Sergo was there stealing from them.”

Slate swallowed and threw his plate in a trash can behind him. “I knew that guy was trouble.”

Slate hadn’t been there with me on Volim. It had only been Magnus, Leslie, and me. He was still mad about it.

I nodded. “He’s a gangster, and apparently, he’s been spotted on other worlds doing much the same thing, and I think I know how he’s been getting away with it.”

Suma interjected: “The Relocator?”

“The Relocator,” I affirmed. Kareem had gifted me the device, which allowed you to save a location in it, and from any point out there, you could transport yourself back to that spot. It would work on more than one person if you were touching. I’d bartered it away for the location of the crystal world we’d unleashed the Iskios from, during my search for Mary. Thinking back to that time, and the anger that I’d constantly felt, reminded me how good I had it now.

“What’s the plan?” Slate asked, clasping his hands in anticipation. He was always up for a good mission.

“Yeah, what’s the plan?” Suma’s snout lifted, and I shook my head.

“No way, Suma. Today’s your big day. I can’t take you out there into danger.” I instantly saw her disappointment.

“Isn’t that what being a Gatekeeper is all about? Learning about new cultures and worlds is part of it, but protecting our people from danger, helping those in need, that’s the true calling of the Gatekeepers,” she said, eyes wide.

I couldn’t argue with her. “Fine. Your dad’s going to kill me. Let’s go.”

The town square was busier with each passing minute, and the noises were refreshing. Strange music played on every street corner, and I was starting to appreciate the variety. Today, I had one thing on my mind: detaining Sergo and preventing trouble from reaching Haven. We couldn’t have these Inlor chasing the Padlog insectoid onto our world, especially when so many visitors were present.

We needed to convey Haven as just that: a haven away from a hectic universe; a safe place for each world to send a selection of colonists, where they could learn from one another, set up trade between systems, and improve the overall serenity of space.

Having a battle arrive during the Gatekeepers’ ceremony would destroy everything that we’d built. I picked up the pace, moving quickly through the crowds. Suma was somehow able to keep up, even on her short legs, and I slowed for her as we edged out of the crowds.

The day was shaping up to be a hot one. I wished I was wearing a pair of shorts and a t-shirt rather than my jumpsuit, but it didn’t matter. Soon I’d be in a climate-controlled EVA.

“This way.” I waved Slate and Suma forward, toward a lander I’d parked on the outskirts of the festivities. I opened the gullwing door and motioned for them to enter first, and scanned back to the crowd, wishing we could stay and enjoy the moment with the gathered beings.

I moved past Slate’s big form and settled into the pilot’s seat. I’d gotten the hang of flying these things and found myself smiling as I lifted it off the ground, guiding the ship high in the sky, straight up and over the buildings before heading for the landing pad at the west side of Haven.

“What does Mary think about you doing this today, of all days?” Slate asked, reminding me I hadn’t even told her about it yet.

“Uhm… let’s find out.” I tapped the console as I saw the line of vessels on the edge of town.

“Dean, where are you?” Mary asked, her voice calmer than I’d expected.

“I’m in a lander with Slate and Suma, honey.”

“Well, you better get over here. The Molariuns are causing a stink over being placed next to the Padlog, for some reason,” Mary said.

“What’s with these Padlog?” I muttered.

“What do you mean?” Mary asked.

“You remember Sergo?” I knew she would. I’d told her the entire story in explicit detail while we’d waited to be rescued on the abandoned world.

“Sure. Insectoid. Gangster. Threatened you and Leslie.”

“The very same. He’s on his way here, and we’re going to intercept him before he lands,” I said.

Mary was quiet for a moment, and Slate leaned forward, his head over my shoulder. “Mary, don’t worry, I’ll keep Dean from doing anything stupid.”

Mary laughed, and I heard Jules talking beside her. “Just be quick. You only have ninety minutes before it starts. Suma,” Mary started.

“I’m here,” Suma replied.

“Make sure you’re back in time. Your dad has a lot riding on today,” Mary said. “We all do.”

Suma’s voice carried from her seat behind me. “I’ll do my best.”

“Papa,” Jules said over the speaker.

“Hi, Princess. I’ll see you soon.” Every time she called me that, it melted my heart. We didn’t know why she’d started. She called Mary “Mommy.”

The call ended at the precise moment the lander touched down, and we rushed out, filing into one of our modified Kraski ships. It was smooth and white, and I ran a hand along its outer surface as the ramp lowered, allowing us entrance.

Terrance met us there. He had a grim look on his face as we entered into the ship’s cargo hold. He was suited up already and had three prepped for us. “I wish you’d given me more notice. Sorry, Suma. This suit isn’t custom for you.” He pushed an EVA toward her, and she shrugged and started to put it on. Minutes later, we were ready to go, and Terrance took the helm at the compact bridge.

I’d spent a lot of time on board these ships, mostly at the beginning when we’d first followed Terrance and Leslie from the New Mexico base, when we thought they were our enemies. So much had changed, and every time I stepped onto one of them, all my past within them came rushing back. I suppressed it now as Terrance lifted us from the landing pad. We all watched out the viewscreen, catching at least a hundred different vessels settled on the ground from races around the galaxy.

“This is amazing, Dean,” Terrance said, and I nodded behind him, astonished at the turnout we’d received. “Sarlun said there’s never been a gathering like this before.”

I cracked my knuckles. I was nervous. With so many unknown races in attendance, there was a wide variety of issues that could arise. Many of them had bad history together: wars, famine, betrayal among the list. I moved around the seats and sat beside Terrance. “E-Base, can you patch the ID through so we have it on the sensors?” I asked the in-orbit base.

The same voice from earlier replied quickly, “You should have it now.”

The blinking red icon appeared, moving through the system toward Haven. I let the computer calculate our interception point. “We have thirty-seven minutes. We need a plan,” I said.

Slate was the first to speak. “We demand he gives himself up. Do we know what kind of artillery his ship has?”

I was using the ID search on the console. “Looks like this ID string belongs to a Motrill vessel. How did he acquire one of those? A Skipper, like the one Polvertan had.”

Slate tapped the back of my chair with a finger. “Okay, we can use that. They aren’t heavily armed. Actually, they can’t do much more than blast an invasive asteroid. We lance them with the new beams we got from the Keppe, and fire the ionized particle blaster at them, rendering them dead in space.”

“What about their life support?” I asked. I didn’t want them dead, only detained.

“You always complicate things, boss,” Slate said.

“We’ll talk to him first. See what Sergo has to say. He might come along with us.” I highly doubted the troublemaker would be so pliable, but it was worth a try.

“I suspect they have suits like we do. They should be able to breathe, should it come to that tactic,” Suma said.

“See, she gets me, boss.” Slate reached over my left seat arm and tapped the console screen. “Wait, what’s that?”

I followed his finger and noticed the other red icon blink onto our radar. There was only one at first, then two, and eventually, we could see five angry red dots following behind Sergo’s ship.

“I think the Inlor found him,” I said, wondering what we were going to do now.


Two

“Why don’t we just leave them to handle Sergo?” Slate asked.

“This is our system. We can’t allow skirmishes to take place so close to Haven, especially not today. We have to prevent them from attacking Sergo,” Terrance said.

He was right. “We’ll know soon enough. Send a message to the Inlor only,” I started, and Suma was beside me, tapping into the console.

“Go ahead, Dean. It’ll translate for you,” she said, motioning to the screen.

“Honored Inlor, we know you seek retribution on the one we know as Sergo of the Padlog, but we ask that you refrain from harming him at this time,” I said, trying to be inoffensive.

The response came within seconds, translating into English. “Stay away from this one, Kraski.”

They thought we were Kraski, based on the ship’s design. My skin crawled at the idea. “We’re not Kraski. We’re human and Shimmali, representing the world you’re closing in on.”

“What world is that? We see no listed occupied planet for this system.” The voice spoke in a mumbled tone, deep and sloppy-sounding, before translating for us.

“Haven. Let’s detain Sergo, and you can meet with us formally. Perhaps we could even consider an alliance,” I said, maybe a little too soon. My voice was also too light, too hopeful.

We were nearing interception, and I knew we’d get to Sergo before they did. We had to make a decision. “How long until we reach his ship?”

Terrance answered, “Four minutes.”

The Inlor had taken their time now, but the response arrived. “We will take what is ours, then meet with you.”

My EVA felt constricting now, and I wished I’d left it off. “Suma, target Sergo. I have a message for him.”

Suma nodded, and I spoke. “Sergo, you’ve put me in a bind here.”

He spoke my language with ease. “Dean Parker, is that you?”

I was surprised he recognized my speech, but he likely didn’t know many humans. Terrance knew Sergo too, after the insectoid had spent some time on Haven during its early years, when Kareem had been around. It seemed the gangster often needed somewhere to hide out while his trail cooled off. It made sense that he’d chosen to come to Haven, seeking asylum once more.

“It’s me. What did you take from them?” I asked, knowing full well what he’d done. I just wanted to see if he was willing to fess up to his crimes to me or not. My next actions relied on his answer.

“I didn’t take much, I swear. They have mountains full of the stuff, I saw them with my own eyes,” Sergo said, his voice frantic. I could imagine his antennae flipping around his head in distress.

“Do you still have the Relocator?” I asked, hoping there was a way I could secure it back. It had come in handy so many times, and it was far better suited in my hands than Sergo’s.

“A barter, Dean Parker.” Our icons were close now, and I saw his ship approaching in the viewscreen.

Terrance tapped the mute icon. “Weapons charged and ready for action. Be careful, Dean. As much as I like Sergo, he’s shifty. You can’t trust him.”

I tapped the icon again, opening the channel. “Go ahead. What do you have in mind?”

“Help me avoid the Inlor, and you can have it back,” Sergo suggested.

I considered his desperate offer, and glanced at Terrance. “I don’t know if this device is worth having the Inlor angry with us at this moment. The best course of action is to let them take Sergo.” The hybrid was probably right.

“Or we can hold him for them, handing him over when they arrive,” Suma said.

“What’s it going to be, Parker?” Sergo asked, and I tapped the line open again.

“Come aboard our ship. We’ll take care of you,” I said, not actually saying just what that would entail.

“I knew you’d come to your senses,” Sergo said.

Our two ships neared one another, his a sleek Skipper, like the one we’d first seen underwater when we’d found the young Motrill prince searching Fontem the Terellion’s hidden cache of antiquities. I used the tractor lance and it attached to the ship, creating a containment tube between the ships.

“At least we don’t have to test the ionized particle blaster,” I said, knowing too much could go wrong experimenting with new technology right now.

“I wanted to see her in action,” Slate admitted, and I laughed. This was working out smoothly.

“I’ll bring Sergo in,” I said.

No one argued, and I stood up, stalking to the back of the ship, where I tapped the ramp open to reveal the containment tube between the Skipper and our ship. Space lay beyond the thin layer of energy, and I took the precaution of latching a rope to the inside of the ship. I passed through the ship’s field and floated through the tube, where Sergo was coming toward me in his own Padlog armored suit.

I noticed the gun in his hand right away. I’d been so distracted by everything, I hadn’t even picked up a weapon on my way to meet the rogue insectoid.

“Sergo, put that down,” I ordered.

He kept moving toward me. Soft green pulses shot from his suit’s thrusters and he grinned, his lipless mouth forming a strange semi-circle. “Dean Parker, it’s been far too long.” His slender gun latched to his hip with a click. He was dragging a large crate behind him, and it floated weightlessly.

I relaxed and turned around when he was between me and my own ship. The tube extended forty feet between the two crafts, and we were almost back on board ours when Terrance’s voice cut into my earpiece.

“Dean, you’d better come quick. They’re arriving,” Terrance said, and we hurried, moving into the cargo hold, our feet once again planting on the solid surface. I shut the ramp seconds later. “I’ve cut the beam. They won’t know he’s with us yet,” he added.

Sergo stared at me through his helmet visor, bulbous black eyes searching for direction.

“Get to the bridge, Sergo.” He was playing with the crate now, and I didn’t have to ask what was inside. “You brought it with you? Really?” He’d stolen the material from their world and put a target on his back. Now that he was inside my ship with the pilfered materials, I worried we’d made a grave mistake bringing him on board.

“What would you have me do? They’ll destroy me,” he said, and I didn’t quite comprehend what he meant until we arrived at the bridge.

“Boss, they’re charging weapons,” Slate said, sitting beside Terrance. His fingers hovered about our own weapon controls, ready to stand his ground should it come to that.

“Hold your fire, Slate. They wouldn’t attack us, not after what we told them,” I said, hoping I was right. “You’re sure they didn’t see the tractor beam connecting us?”

“I don’t think they were within reach yet. We should be safe,” Terrance said.

Sergo spoke in his accented English. “What does that mean? How do you propose to deal with them? You are on my side, right, Parker?”

I turned to him. “Why should I be? You tried screwing us over on Volim, and you threatened Leslie.” Terrance looked back, anger in his eyes. Leslie was his wife, but he knew the story already.

“I only suggested I had her captive, but you and I both know I didn’t. No harm came to her. We are colorful characters, Parker. We sometimes have to embellish the truth to discover what we need, correct?” Sergo was grinning foolishly.

I stepped in closer, our helmets almost touching. “First, you and I are nothing alike, got that? Second, I may have just ‘embellished’ the truth to get you on board.” I grabbed the gun from his hip so fast, he didn’t have a chance to react.

“What trickery is this?” Sergo spat, and I moved a few steps away from him.

“There’s no trickery, but we have to see what the Inlor say before we fight to keep you safe. I’m not starting another intergalactic war just because you can’t seem to steal anything without being caught,” I said.

“But we had a deal! You said we’d barter.” Sergo was nervous, but I was okay with that.

“The Inlor are closing in,” Terrance said.

“Shields are up?” I asked, and Slate nodded.

Something was off about Sergo, and I needed to know what it was before I talked with the Inlor about him. “You told me you had the Relocator to trade. Where is it?”

He shook his head. “You don’t think I’m that stupid, do you? It’s in the safe I brought with me, among other things. If you kill me or give me over to them, you’ll never get it back.”

He thought that was enough of a bargaining chip, but he was dead wrong. “How were you caught?”

“What do you mean?” he asked, shifting from foot to foot.

“If you had the Relocator, why didn’t you sneak in, take the goods, then Relocate out? They wouldn’t have caught you,” I said, seeing if I was barking up the right tree.

“So…” Sergo’s head dropped, and his shoulders lost all their posturing toughness. “Fine. You know. It’s broken. The stupid thing stopped working right there in the middle of the warehouse outside their mine on RXM8. I was lucky enough to steal a visiting Motrill vessel and stay alive for another day!”

Suma spoke up. “And the haul of stolen goods, of course.”

Sergo eyed her suspiciously. “I couldn’t go to all that trouble to leave empty-handed, now could I?” His gaze came to meet mine again. “What are you doing associating with a Shimmali?”

I ignored his question. “If the Relocator is broken, what can you offer me to keep you safe?”

“Riches! This metal is pure, the best there is on the market, straight from the source. It will go for more credits than you’ve ever dreamed of,” he said.

The truth was, I didn’t want for anything in my life, and if Sergo really knew me at all, he’d know I didn’t care about possessions. But I played along. While I didn’t personally require money, the colonies did need more materials than they’d been able to procure.

“You might have said enough to start a conversation. Let’s see what the Inlor have to say.” Suma opened a line of communication, and I reached out. “Honored ones, we have... What…”

I didn’t have a chance to finish my sentence. I was distracted by the incoming ships on the viewscreen. They were lava red, white lights pulsing along the edges of them. They were at least four times the size of our compact Kraski model, and I expected they outgunned us as well, even with our recent modifications.

Proving my assumptions, fire erupted from the front two vessels, blasting into the Skipper with ferocity. The shields held for a few moments, but seconds later, the pulses hit the surface of the ship Sergo had arrived in, and Terrance was moving us farther away from it, trying to avoid the irrevocable damage.

Sergo fell to his knees as he watched through the viewscreen. My heart was beating hard in my chest as we witnessed his Skipper exploding into a million tiny pieces.

“Thank you for detaining the target. We will allow you to escort us to this Haven for further discussion,” one of them said, translating through our speakers.

“Mute it,” I whispered, and Slate did.

Sergo remained on the floor, for the first time utterly silent.

“That was… unexpected,” Terrance said.

“Boss, what do we do?” Slate asked.

“We oblige them with an escort. They came to kill Sergo, apparently, and now they think they have. Let them believe that story. Unmute it.” Slate did. “Please follow us. The trip is short.”

“Very well.” The communication ended, and Terrance turned us around before heading back toward Haven. Sergo glanced up at me, and I helped him to his feet.

“Looks like you got lucky, pal.” I passed his gun to Slate, who took it with a smile.

Sergo was visibly shaken, and I didn’t blame him. He’d stolen from the Inlor, and they hadn’t even tried to procure the goods before attempting to kill him. Instead, they’d sent five vessels to hunt him down and destroy him. I didn’t want to get on their bad side, and I knew it was going to be imperative to keep Sergo from interacting with them on Haven.


Three

We arrived at Haven, and Sergo was pacing a hole in the floor the entire trip.

“You have to hide me. Maybe they know I’m here, Parker. How are you going to keep me alive?” His questions were never-ending, and after trying to placate him for the first few minutes, I gave up and ignored his rambling.

“Geeze, boss, can you make that guy shut up, or do you want me to? I thought he was a tough thug type.” Slate looked pleased at Sergo’s reaction.

“Listen here, you pale worm! I’m Sergo, one of the most feared…”

Slate cut him off. “Most feared what? Mosquito this side of the Mississippi?” His joke went over the Padlog’s head, and they stared at each other, Slate laughing, and Sergo tapping his facemask.

“Enough. Sergo, head into the bedroom, cover yourself up with a sheet, and keep your fly trap shut.” My voice was laced with anger. I was supposed to be introducing the members of the festivities in ten minutes, and here I was escorting some angry aliens to the surface, with the source of their wrath hiding on a cot.

Sergo stalked away, out of the bridge and down the hall.

“Dean, are we sure this is a good idea?” Terrance asked. “What if they catch wind he’s still alive?”

“They’re not going to, because we’re keeping Sergo on board until they leave. Slate, go to the cargo bay and take the portable containment field.” I gave the instructions and Slate hopped up, running for the rear of the ship.

“Suma.” The Shimmali woman’s snout twitched, awaiting orders. “Can you adjust the setting on the field to make sure no one can get in or out? I want Sergo trapped in that room, and I don’t want anyone near him. Is that doable?”

“On it.” She hesitated, then smiled at me. “...Boss.”

I laughed at her using the nickname Slate had given me years ago. Then I plopped into the seat vacated by Slate and leaned back. “Terrance, tell me everything is going to work out today.”

Terrance turned and clapped me on the shoulder. “Whatever you say.”

I tapped the console and advised E-Base that we were coming with five unexpected dignitaries from RXM8. I added that we might need extra security at the landing pad outside the city of Haven, and they acknowledged the instruction.

“Think that’ll be necessary?” Terrance asked as we entered the atmosphere with the slightest of shakes to the ship. Only two of the Inlor ships entered behind us, and on the radar, I noticed the other three turning, moving away from the planet.

“That solves that. Less of them to worry ourselves with,” I said.

“Dean, where are you?” Sarlun’s voice carried through my earpiece as soon as we were close enough to receive domestic communication.

“Sarlun, we had something come up. Do you remember the Inlor?” I asked.

“I’ve read of them. We all have at some point, as Gatekeepers. What about them?” he asked, all the patience stripped from his words.

“We have two of their ships coming to the surface with us.”

“Wait, what?” he asked.

“It’s a long story. We’ll be there in ten,” I said, knowing that wouldn’t go over well.

“Dean, everyone is assembled, what do you want…”

“Juggle for them or something, Sarlun. We’ll be right there,” I said, and cut the line. “I’m going to hear about that one, aren’t I?”

Terrance nodded but laughed.

We’d somehow managed to recruit Sergo, have his attackers think they killed him, and make it back in time for the ceremony. Sometimes, things worked out.

____________

I stood at the front of the stage, wishing I’d had time to comb my hair. I was in my Gatekeeper attire, a crisp white uniform and polished black boots, and I was already sweating as I addressed the entire outdoor amphitheater.

Thousands sat in the chairs, and thousands more crammed in beyond on the grass to get a view of the ceremony. I glanced over to the side of the stage, where Mary held Jules’ hand. They both waved at me, and I waved in return, unable to stop from smiling like a buffoon at the two most important people in my life.

Someone cleared their throat behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Sarlun tapping his wrist. Since Shimmali didn’t wear watches, I wondered where he’d gotten the gesture.

I tapped the mic attached to my uniform and turned my attention to the crowd. I’d never had a problem with public speaking, but today, after the last couple of hours, I was out of sorts and felt flustered. Mary mouthed the first line to me, and I nodded to her before I continued.

“Welcome to Haven, everyone.” The crowd began cheering. We’d handed out translator earpieces to those who didn’t own them, and it was odd to think that, right now, my words were being converted into at least fifty different alien languages. I waited for the noise to dwindle before I spoke again.

The stage was black and shiny, and the sun was high in the sky above, making the entire area a pressure cooker. I took it all in for a moment, while the various hoots and hollers echoed around the event grounds. I recognized some of the people in the crowd, but there were alien races even I’d never seen before. This was a one-of-a-kind occasion and, we hoped, the first of many celebrations for our ever-growing galaxy.

“My name’s Dean Parker, and I’m here to introduce the newest members being inducted into the Gatekeepers.” More cheering, louder this time. I was always surprised to hear how many of them had heard of me, or knew anything about our history as a people. To them, it all began on the day of the Event, and though we had a long past before that, it was the day we were reborn as a race.

“We couldn’t be happier at the turnout, and we know that by working cohesively, we can solidify our newly formed Alliance of Worlds. There won’t be a health issue, a logistics problem, or a border dispute that we won’t be able to work together amicably on ever again. The Gatekeepers are going to work as explorers, knowledge gatherers, and surveyors of this vast universe, and assist with clashes when necessary.

“Because of this, we’ve decided to add in new partners to the ancient Guild.” I stopped and looked behind me, where a huge group of people in white uniforms began walking toward the front of the stage. I knew many of them and was surprised to hear there were over two hundred members of the Gatekeepers. Their missions often took them months to years to complete, using portal stones to explore distant uncatalogued planets. Even at that moment, there were twenty Keepers absent because they were on endeavors.

Sarlun was at the lead, and I motioned to the group. “I give you the Gatekeepers!” I shouted, and the crowd erupted. Most of them had at least one of their kind in the Guild, and now we were expanding to five more races today. It was an exciting time for everyone, and it would only strengthen the group and increase their reach and resources.

“We’re proud to invite the newest member, from our friends the Keppe, forward as we present Rulo Uli.” Rulo walked over to me, and I could tell how much she hated wearing sleeves over her thick armored arms. She bared her sharp teeth to me and smiled, pumping a fist for the crowd. The Keppe were a strong force, and I’d asked Lord Crul personally if they would join the Gatekeepers organization. He obliged after a few rounds of his favorite beverage.

“Next, we have Polvertan, prince of the Motrill!” The young Motrill walked forward, far less sure of himself than Rulo had been. His eyes darted around to immense crowd and he lifted an arm rigidly, before following his Keppe cousin into line.

The crowd was into it, and I found myself caught up in the excitement. It was a little more of a show than I thought necessary, but I was only following the playbook the entire group decided on going with. They wanted the people to be thrilled and optimistic about the Gatekeepers and our new foothold into the Alliance of Worlds.

“We also have Dreb from the great and powerful Bhlat joining us!” The huge Bhlat stalked over, and I caught the Empress in the front row, flanked by guards. Her red eyes swirled in joy at seeing one of theirs in our ranks. It was a good thing they were on our side, because most races out there feared them. The amassed throng of creatures gasped as Dreb marched towards me, and I clapped him on his broad shoulder. “With the Bhlat on our side, we have no need to concern ourselves over past events. We can look forward, as partners with the great culture.”

It took a moment, but everyone seemed to clue in this meant peace from the dangerous Bhlat. I knew I’d rather be on the same side of the fence as them. The cheer progressed slowly, from the far reaches of the grassy region, and it carried forward, gaining volume until I had the urge to cover my ears, it was so loud. Dreb clapped me on the back in return, nearly sending me sprawling. I glanced over at Mary, who was stifling a laugh.

I watched her, standing in her white uniform, and wished she was beside me. We’d discussed it, and I didn’t want a larger target than we had on ourselves. It had taken a lot of convincing Mary to even let me stand before so many strangers.

“Good, we’re also thrilled to have the Bhlat on board. Next, we have Rivo Alnod, a Molariun hailing from the one and only Bazarn Five.” Rivo walked over to me, her blue skin contrasting the stark white uniform. Her suit was modified to accommodate her extremely short stature. Her four pupil-less eyes stared at me as she smiled. I remembered finding her aboard the robot pirate ship a few years ago, on my search for Mary, and I was so happy to see her healthy and donning the Gatekeeper uniform. Having her and her father’s support was important. The crowd knew of Bazarn Five, and I doubted there were many that hadn’t heard of her dad, Garo Alnod, one of the universe’s wealthiest entrepreneurs.

“Thanks, Dean. I can’t wait to get out of this suit and party.” She barely said it loud enough for me to hear, and I laughed.

“You just got in it, and already you want out?” I asked.

Sarlun peered at the rear of the stage, where Suma walked over. Relief flooded his face as she neared us, wearing a crisp white Gatekeeper uniform.

“And what great ceremony would be complete without a legacy member joining us? Suma is the daughter of the great Sarlun of Shimmal. She’s passed the tests with flying colors, and had the top grades of anyone in the last three centuries. She’s also a great friend of mine, and I’m thrilled at her inclusion.” I bent over, hugging the girl tightly. “You deserve this, Suma.”

She squeezed me in return and smiled as we separated. Her snout wagged in excitement as the assembled stood and cheered in various ways. The reaction to today was fantastic: one for the ages.

“We want to thank you all for representing your people here today and for joining the Alliance of Worlds. Without your support, we couldn’t venture into a future that’s more promising than any we could have imagined. Remember, this is Haven, and there’s room for you to send a colony to grow roots here. Our goal is to have all members of the Alliance represented on Haven within five years. If you haven’t decided on participating at this colony yet, please reach out to one of us, and we’ll happily discuss the steps necessary to make this a reality.”

So far, we had twenty races with members living on Haven, and that number was growing by four or five a year now. We wanted to keep it expanding exponentially.

People started leaving the promenade, music began playing from all corners of town, and drinks were being passed out of various smells, consistencies, and potency.

Sarlun stepped over to me, setting a hand on my shoulder. “You did well, son. I never foresaw the Gatekeepers heading in this direction, but it’s time for us to stop hiding in the shadows and playing archeologist on barren worlds. This” – he waved his hand to indicate the mingling white-uniformed Gatekeepers on the stage – “is the future, and it’s thanks to you.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t do much. Happy to help where I can, though.”

The crowds stopped moving away momentarily, and shouting carried from the grounds to my ears. I scanned for the source and spotted them.

Suma was at my side, and she whispered, “The Inlor.”

We’d left them at the landing pad to be escorted to the ceremony, since we didn’t have time to greet them. It seemed they might have taken exception to that, and judging by the expressions on their faces as they neared the stage, they felt slighted. They had dense fur, which was something I hadn’t expected based on Suma’s explanation. The lead one had two thick brown furry arms at the top of his torso; the other four arms were lower, the middle pair jutting out from his sides, the lower pair from his hips.

I’d been permitted into the Gatekeepers without needing to study or take an entrance exam, and I realized there was so much I didn’t know about the worlds and the people that inhabited them. His head was shaped like a dog’s, with a short snout accented by a pink nose. He spoke in growls, and I tapped my earpiece translator on.

“You are the one from the ship above?” he asked, while one of his clawed arms scratched idly on his leather vest. He wore pants as well, hair tufts shooting out on an exposed section between the pants leg and the heavy boot on his foot.

“I’m Dean Parker.” I stuck my hand out, as if to shake, and he growled something my translator couldn’t pick up. “Extend your hand.”

He jabbed a claw out, and I nodded to his hand with a thumb and three other digits. “Use that one. I’ll show you how we humans introduce ourselves.”

The Inlor listened, head cocked to the side as we shook. He was flanked by several more Inlor on the stage now, and they watched me closely. Two of them were shorter, and even though they weren’t any less tough-looking than the one in front of me, I took them for females.

“I am Etar Nine,” his name translated, and I wondered if that made him the ninth in his namesake’s line, or if it was unrelated.

“Hello, welcome to Haven,” Mary said. She was holding Jules in her left arm, and my daughter was trying to squirm free of her grasp. She shook the Inlor’s hand as well, and he stared at my little girl for a moment before speaking again.

“Haven. What is this place?” Etar asked.

“How do you mean?” I prodded.

“We Inlor are new to a lot of things. We only recently became a destination for trade, because of…” He stopped, glancing around. “We’ve become a place of trade. We haven’t seen many of the beings you have here.”

“They don’t live here, not all of them. As you saw, we’re working on building an Alliance of Worlds. A treaty to prevent wars, a trade structure to ensure safe bartering and stop theft and piracy.” The group of Gatekeepers on the stage were moving off now, leaving Sarlun, Mary, and me alone with the newly entered Inlor. Slate stood at the edge of the stage, pretending to not pay attention to the newcomers, but I knew he was watching us like a hawk.

“We’ve had issues with all of those factors. We found metal that can be manufactured into wire coil that allows large fleet weapons to hold charges and increase energy outbursts. This has drawn a lot of attention to our world. Perhaps we can discuss things while we’re here.” The openness Etar relayed was surprising, but I was relieved.

“We’d love to talk about you entering the Alliance of Worlds. Come by the town square tomorrow morning, and we’ll explain how everything works,” I said, passing him a tiny chip with details embedded in it.

“The Inlor would also like to speak about joining this Gatekeeper club,” Etar said, and I grinned at him.

“We’ll discuss that tomorrow as well. Perhaps Slate and Suma can show you around the festivities?” I motioned for Slate to come over, and he jogged, hand ready to grab his pulse pistol. I shook my head.

“Come with me,” Suma said in her native language, and Slate followed along, leading the Inlor away.

When I was alone with my family and Sarlun, I blew out a deep breath. The stage was empty save us, and the seats held only a few beings, chatting amongst each other in the sunny afternoon.

“How did you think that went?” I asked Mary and Sarlun. Jules had found her way out of Mary’s arms, and she was dragging her stuffed rabbit around the stage nearby.

Sarlun shrugged. “I’ve never met an Inlor before, but talk of their metal is widespread. I think it’ll be a huge success to bring them in so soon. How did you manage to smuggle them here?”

I told Mary and Sarlun about Sergo, and how they’d destroyed his ship without so much as blinking.

“They barely mentioned it after, like nothing happened,” I said, while keeping an eye on my daughter. She was so mischievous, always exploring and pushing the boundaries we set in place for her. Mary claimed it was all my influence, but I had to admit we were both to blame.

“We’ll have to keep an eye on them, won’t we, Dean?” Sarlun suggested, and he let out a squawk. “I can’t believe my little Suma is fully grown and one of the Gatekeepers now. I always planned on keeping her in a classroom, studying theoretical sciences, but ever since that day you and Slate stumbled upon her on Sterona, she’s had it in her head that she needs to be like you. All of you.” He pointed at Mary to make sure my wife knew she was also culpable.

Mary laughed, a light comforting sound I’d never grow tired of. “She’s headstrong and brilliant. If we’re pointing fingers at anyone, it’s you, Sarlun.”

He nodded. “Maybe you’re right. We made the correct call, didn’t we?”

“Letting Suma in?” I asked, trying to pinpoint the direction he was going.

“All of it. The Alliance, the open invitation to participate in the colony here on Haven, the expansion of the Gatekeepers.” Sarlun stared into the distance, watching the thousands of people mix together in the town square.

“We did the right thing. This is all the start of something special, you’ll see.” I wrapped an arm around Mary’s shoulder, feeling her head lean into me.

“I hope so. I really do,” Sarlun whispered.

I noticed someone standing at the edge of the stage, and I instantly recognized the long white hair on the tall man. “Mary, do you mind if I catch up later? I want to talk to Karo for a minute.”

She picked up Jules as our daughter played with her toy, and shook her head. “I don’t mind at all. Don’t be late for dinner. And whatever you do, don’t go running off on another crazy mission.” Mary got closer, out of earshot of Sarlun, and said quietly, “And remember we have somewhere to be after it’s all over tonight.”

“How could I forget? Nothing will stop us. We need the night off.” I kissed her, feeling the press of her lips against mine, and Jules leaned in, kissing my forehead at the same time.

“Bye, Papa,” Jules said.

“Bye, Princess.”

When I was alone, I went to the edge of the stage, seeking out Karo, but he was gone.


Four

The day had been too long; the entire week and month leading up to the big event had been even longer. Mary and I walked home, exhausted. Jules was there already, being babysat by a local human girl who lived next door to us. We had homes on New Spero, Earth, and Haven, and while we separated ourselves on those other two planets by living far away from civilization, we’d decided to stay right in the heart of things on Haven.

The planet had changed tremendously since the days when Kareem had lived here; nothing but a few wooden buildings stood erect back then, and there was no real industry or any plan to develop. Now, tens of thousands were living on the world – most of them at the capital city, but there were at least five separate villages popping up in the most fertile sections of the world.

Mary had been there with me when we’d first landed on Haven so long ago, searching for Terrance and Leslie. I’d almost died from a creature trying to drown me, and Mae had saved me. Like most worlds I frequented now, I had a long list of memories. Far too many of them involved me nearly dying.

Now, walking the sidewalks leading out of the town square, heading for our penthouse apartment in a twelve-story building, it felt like a safe place, with nothing to worry about but when to go to bed and what time breakfast was being cooked.

A few beings walked the streets, and I spotted two short blue Molariuns nearby, as well as a hybrid leading three Bhlat through the street, animated banter among them.

“It’s good to see, isn’t it?” Mary asked.

“It sure is.” We arrived at our building: the exterior bore a slate-gray façade, and an immense glass door led us into the grand foyer. Minutes later, we were up the elevator and inside our penthouse. Even though we’d spent a lot of time here in the last year and a half since the construction had ended, it never felt like home. There was only one place that truly did.

Bernadette, the babysitter, was in the living room, the dim lights of her holotablet glowing against her youthful face.

“Jules behave?” Mary asked, and the girl’s head snapped up, as if she’d only just realized we were in the room with her.

“Like an angel,” she answered, getting up and heading for the elevator doors.

My little Jules was a lot of things, but being on her best behavior wasn’t usually one of them. She was too feisty for most older sitters, but this girl had bonded with her easily.

I headed for the bedroom, past the modern kitchen, and poked my head into Jules’ room. It was late, hours after her bedtime, and she was sleeping soundly. I almost regretted having to move her. Seconds later, she was in my arms, her little head limp against my cheek. Together, we went into the master suite, where Mary was pulling a device from a safe built into the wall.

She set the half of the portal device into the bedroom doorway, and the web spread out inside the frame, creating a gateway to the other side. I nodded to her to go first, and Mary stepped through, disappearing. I grabbed a bag with my left hand and walked into the portal, appearing in our farmhouse on New Spero.

After spending a month straight on Haven, the silence of the country was off-putting. “Do you hear that?” Mary asked.

“What?” I looked around, ready to fend off an intruder.

“Dean, always so quick to expect nefarious attackers. I only meant the lack of noise. It’s quiet,” she said.

“You don’t think I have a right to be prepared? I think the Boy Scouts were onto something with that motto of theirs,” I said with a laugh. Jules was coming to, and I took her down the hall, settling her into her bed in the end room. I flipped a switch, and a soft orange light displayed butterflies on her wall. She briefly met my gaze as I pulled her covers up to her chin, tucking her in. Her eyes were bright green, almost fluorescent.

We still didn’t know what effects she’d have after growing inside Mary while she was possessed by the Iskios, but we could only love her and treat her like any normal little girl. Her eyes were beautiful, and that was what we told her every day. Already, other children acted like she was different, and all we wanted was for her to grow up happy and healthy, like any parents would.

I loved having the portable gateway device I’d found in Fontem’s collection. It had proved invaluable in my plot to isolate Lom of Pleva, and now I could use it to escape other things, like obligations, to whisk my family away to our home base. Jules closed her eyes, and I kissed her forehead gently before returning to the living room.

Mary’s shoes were off, and I joined her, happy for the relief. She was in a dress, and I was in a formal Gatekeeper uniform. I plopped beside her, and she loosened my collar. I glanced to the coffee table to see two wine glasses full of what could only be a robust Shimmali red.

“What’s the occasion?” I picked up the glasses and passed one to her.

“Did you see what we pulled off today? We’re making a safer unified galaxy out there. We need to celebrate the successes, Dean.” Mary was close to me, and I could smell her perfume. She was gorgeous tonight, and I took a sip, instantly feeling the wine calm me. All the work and efforts over the last month washed away as I leaned into the couch, putting my feet up on the table.

“What if it doesn’t work? People better than me have tried this before. Do you remember Earth? Someone always screws it up,” I said.

“If that happens, then we’ll deal with it when we have to.” Mary had a good outlook, and somehow worried less than I did about the future.

We clinked our glasses together, and my eyelids closed slightly as I let myself relax. We chatted for a while about commonplace things: work we needed to do in the garden at our house on Earth, updates on the new Terran sites being built here on New Spero, and eventually, we settled into a silence where we just sat there, enjoying sitting still beside each other.

I woke hours later to the sound of my communicator notification going off. The only one who had access to this particular device’s other end was Magnus, and he was off on the tail end of his three-year stint running an exploratory Keppe vessel. When Mary, Slate, Suma, and I were stranded on Sterona while Mary was pregnant with Jules, Magnus had bartered his services away for their assistance to retrieve us. Now they were coming close to the end of those three years, and we were excited at the prospect of welcoming our friends home.

We spoke once every few weeks on the communicators, but hadn’t in some time. I blamed it on the fact that we were both busy, but we should have made time for our talks.

I shook the cobwebs from my brain as I eased off the couch where Mary slept, and I crept across the room to the communicator. The sun was starting to peek over the horizon, sending a light red color across our sky. With the tap of an icon on the palm-sized device, I heard Magnus’ frantic voice as I stood on our front porch, breathing in cool morning air.

“Dean! You have to help…”

That was all that came through, and I tapped it again, seeing the connection was still active. “Magnus, what is it?” I shouted.

No sound emerged; then a crackle, and his voice again. “We’re stuck…”

Then nothing further. The communication was over.

Mary’s silhouette was in the doorway, and she kept her voice quiet, but her question was laced with concern. “What’s happened to Magnus and Natalia?”

“I don’t know, but I think they need our help.”

____________

Two days passed, and we couldn’t reach anyone on Keppe about Magnus. Lord Crul was apparently indisposed, and Admiral Yope was away on a mission. I’d had enough of everyone’s avoidance and decided I had to make a trip to the Keppe home world of Oliter.

Our gang was inside our home on New Spero, and I glanced around, grateful they’d all come on such short notice. Sarlun was on Shimmal, overseeing the training of the new Gatekeepers. We were in the process of building an intergalactic academy on Haven where the classes would eventually be held, but for the time being, Sarlun was using their own facilities.

Suma was here, nervously sitting at the table, eating some nuts Mary had placed out. Slate was pacing around the room angrily, and Karo sat solemnly on the couch, not saying much. I was worried about my Theos friend. He didn’t seem the same lately, and even the offer of pizza didn’t sway his mood.

Leslie sat still, a constant reminder of Mae and Janine, since she was a clone of the same person as they were. Her better half, Terrance, was on Haven making sure the last of the dignitaries launched home without complication.

Jules sat at the table with us, coloring a piece of paper. She’d drawn a space ship, and a fuzzy alien with six arms was on the page beside it, looking much like a child’s version of the Inlor we saw on the stage.

Rulo, the Keppe warrior, was the exception. She should have been with Sarlun on Shimmal, with Suma, but the girl had escorted her to our house through the portal stone earlier in the day.

“I told you, I don’t know how to reach them,” Rulo said, her words translating for me. She stared at me with her snake-slit eyes, thick armored skin bulging through her white uniform. “If I did, I wouldn’t keep it from you.”

“Then you have to come with me to Oliter. Magnus is in danger, and I’m worried we don’t have much time,” I said, unable to hide the tremor from my voice. Magnus had been there for me without question, and it appeared it was my turn to return the favor.

Suma chewed a nut and tapped her finger on the table. “‘We’re stuck.’ What do you think it means?”

“I’m not sure it’s worth speculating over. We have to find out where they were, and if your people were tracking their movements,” Mary told Rulo.

A scar on Rulo’s face was a reminder from the day when I first met her, when we’d rescued Slate from the underground monsters, and she grimaced, running a hand over her bald head. “We have tracking, but they aren’t always foolproof. Our exploratory vessels have been pushing the borders of the known universe, and often the readouts don’t transfer back to their server until the ship is close enough.”

“But you’ll come with us to Oliter to find out?” I asked, and she nodded.

“I will. Magnus is a friend to my people. If trouble has befallen his ship and crew, then it affects the Keppe as well as you. Admiral Yope will also want to know.” Rulo stood behind Jules, watching her make even strokes with a blue crayon. Something was bothering Rulo more than she was letting on.

“What is it?” I pressed her.

“Kaspin, someone close to me, is on Fortune. I’m worried about him.” I hadn’t known that Rulo had a significant other. Three years was a long commitment to be separated.

“Then we go in the morning. First thing,” I said.

Mary locked eyes with me. “Dean, can I speak to you in the other room for a moment?”

I noticed how everyone else avoided looking at us as she led me to the porch, and shut the door before speaking. “We have so much going on, and we have Jules now. I know you have this insatiable urge to help everyone and go on adventures, but do you remember what happens when you go out there?” She pointed to the sky, indicating space beyond.

“I know.” I ran a hand through my hair and leaned against the wooden siding of the house. Maggie was at my feet, and I petted the cuddly cocker spaniel, who was sitting on the steps with Mary. “I told you I was done with that stuff, but this is Magnus. You didn’t hear his voice. He sounded petrified. He was really scared. Natalia’s there with him, and the kids, Dean and Patty. Not to mention the dogs, Charlie and Carey.” I’d been surprised to hear my old cocker friend was still kicking; even up in the Keppe ship, he seemed to have a lot of spunk left in his aging body.

Mary sighed and nodded, looking away from me. “Then you have to go. I’ll stay here with Jules.” I knew she wanted to come with me, and I wanted my family by my side, but it was too dangerous to be traipsing around the galaxy with the whole family.

“Maybe we won’t have to go anywhere. Maybe the Keppe know where they are and are already on it,” I said, failing to believe my own hopes.

“Go to Oliter tomorrow and find out what you can. Take the other end of the movable portal with you, just in case. That way, you can get home to visit us,” Mary said.

“I don’t know if I should bring it. What if something happens to me? What if someone steals it? They’d have direct access to you and Jules. I’m not sure I can risk that.” I loved her idea, because I’d be able to come home and see them anytime.

“Oh, Dean, why can’t we hide away from everything, and grow old taking care of our daughter?” Mary asked, leaning into me.

The door opened, and Karo popped his head out. “Dean and Mary, may I speak with you candidly?”

“Of course. Come and join us,” Mary said. Karo was seven feet tall, and he still looked odd wearing jeans and a t-shirt. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to it. His white hair was pulled into a ponytail, and his eyes bore into mine.

“I’d like to join you, Dean.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, not wanting to burden the Theos with dangerous adventures.

“I’m bored here, and on Haven. I don’t fit in, and few people want to talk to the lone gray alien. I’d prefer to be in your small company, doing something for once,” Karo said, and I felt terrible for him. Here he was, the last of his kind, knowing that all other remaining Theos were trapped inside the portal stones we used to transport from world to world. It was a sad tale, and his request was one I was only too happy to accept.

“Come with me. I’d love that, Karo. We have no idea what to expect here.” I glanced to Mary. “We might be gone a while.”

“That suits me just fine. Mary, thank you for all your hospitality. I’m going to miss having dinner with you and little Jules a few times a week, but it will do my mental health wonders to be out there instead of wallowing in my own loneliness,” Karo said, and while we’d talked a lot about him being the last Theos, he’d never spoken quite so openly of his feelings about it.

“Welcome to the team,” I said, starting up the stairs. Maggie hopped to her feet when I did, and shook her little body before sticking her nose on the door. She was ready to go in to see if Suma had dropped any food on the floor.

Mary gripped my arm, holding me back as Karo re-entered the house. “Come back to us with Magnus and Natalia, okay? I know I’ve given you a hard time about staying safe with us around, but I know part of you needs this.”

I was about to deny it, but she lightly placed a finger on my lips, preventing me from arguing the fact.


Five

We were in the portal room outside Terran Five on New Spero when I remembered the “guest” we’d left aboard the ship on the landing pad near the capital city on Haven. Leonard stayed at my house with Mary and Jules, and before I left, he whispered that he would protect them with his life. I wasn’t sure that was necessary, but I didn’t tell him that. The truth was, I was happy for Mary to have someone there for company, even though she was more than equipped to protect herself. Part of me wished Slate could stay with my family, but he’d never let me go without him.

W, the android we’d found on Larsk Two, was with us, along with Slate, Suma, Karo, and Rulo, and I’d nearly pressed the icon on the portal table for Oliter when I recalled Sergo’s insectoid face. “Damn it. We have to make a quick detour,” I said, and no one argued as I brought us to Haven instead.

I led our group out of the portal room on Haven, through the tunnels, and out to the surface, where a guard waved us through. He pointed to an idle lander and motioned for me to take it. Sometime later, our assorted group arrived outside the city of Haven. I’d told Terrance a few times that we needed to change the name of either the capital or the planet, because it was confusing to have them both named the same thing. He disagreed, so I’d digressed and hadn’t brought it up since.

We almost all wore our Gatekeeper uniforms, and I thought it was a little funny to have a crew in matching outfits. Our EVA suits were waiting for us to don them before heading to Oliter. We looked like a real team, comprised of two humans, a Shimmali, a Keppe warrior, and the last Theos in existence. Karo and W were the only ones not part of the Gatekeepers. The Theos man wore a black jumpsuit instead, causing him to stick out like a sore thumb. W was an android and didn’t wear clothing at all. Where his gray exterior was once scuffed and dirty, he was smooth and polished after a little maintenance on New Spero.

He piloted the lander to a pad that was only a quarter full now: a vast difference from the other day, when the ceremony was taking place and there were hundreds of various vessels from around the galaxy parked for the event.

I spotted the ship we’d used to intercept Sergo, and boarded it while the others waited outside, W staying inside the lander.

“Sergo! Look, I’m sorry. We got tied up,” I lied. I couldn’t believe we’d actually forgotten the guy trapped in a bedroom on the ship.

I approached and saw his form lying on the bunk in the corner of the room. I pulled a gun from my hip as a precautionary measure and held it behind me as I called out to him again. He wasn’t moving.

“Sergo?” I asked. Still nothing. Seconds later, I had the force field deactivated, and I crossed the compact room and rolled him onto his back. Black eyes stared up at the ceiling. I was sure he was dead.

He licked his thin lips, and his head snapped toward me. “Parker! What do you think you’re doing leaving me here like that? I could have died! Good thing we Padlog can slow our metabolism and go into a deep sleep.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. I couldn’t say that I liked the guy, but I didn’t want to be the one to kill him either. Unless he deserved it. “I said I was sorry. Come on, let’s get you out of here,” I said.

“Where are you taking me?” he asked.

I hadn’t given it much thought. I’d call Terrance and get him to do something with the Padlog gangster.

“Weren’t you coming to Haven for a reason? Well, here you are. Have fun,” I said as we walked by the safe he’d brought aboard with him. I pointed to the container. “Wait. You owe me something.”

His gaze darted from the safe to me and back. “Fine. A deal’s a deal, but like I said, it’s busted.” Sergo tapped in a series of codes onto a screen, and the trunk-like black case hissed apart. A cold mist poured from the edges before he hinged the lid open, revealing dark blue metallic rectangles cut and shaped like gold bars.

“That’s…”

“That’s what nearly got me killed. Inlorian bars.” Sergo was staring at them with greed in his buggy eyes.

“That’s what they called them? Not very original. How much is this worth?” I asked him.

“I’m not really sure. The stuff’s going for about five hundred per bar,” he said.

“Five hundred?” That wasn’t much. There were hundreds of different currencies out there, but the universal credit was growing as a trade tool.

“Thousand.” His gaze flicked to me, and his tongue ran over his mouth again. If I didn’t know better, he was drooling. “Five hundred thousand a bar.”

“That’s a lot of credits. What were you thinking, stumbling in there and trying to steal it?” I grabbed the Relocator and fiddled with it, finding the power didn’t come on. I hoped Suma would be able to tinker and get it up and running.

“What happened with the Inlor?” he asked.

“They came to the Gatekeeper ceremony we were hosting, and after a few hours of discussion with us, have agreed to join our coalition. Now that they’re part of the Alliance, we’ll be returning their merchandise to them.” I kicked the crate lightly, and Sergo’s eyes got even wider, his antennae flicking back and forth quickly.

“You can’t!” he shouted.

“And why’s that?”

“Because they’ll figure out I’m alive,” Sergo said.

It finally clicked. “If they know we have the bars, then they know we took them off the ship before they destroyed it. Gotcha.” My brain wasn’t operating at full capacity. I was too worried about finding Magnus and bringing them home safely, and returning to my own family as soon as possible. I wasn’t sure I was cut out for dealing with issues like this one any longer.

“Does that mean I can keep it?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No. Terrance is on his way here, and he’ll deal with you.” I didn’t really care what happened to the stolen goods, as long as I didn’t have to decide. Terrance and Leslie were in charge; they could take care of the problem better than I could.

“Where are you off to?” Sergo asked, as if the thought of adventure spelled out financial opportunity.

“None of your business. The Supreme is asking what happened to you, and we’ve had to tell him the Inlor destroyed your ship to keep up appearances. You might want to lie low here for a while,” I suggested as Terrance entered the ship.

“Parker, we’ll meet again. Of this I’m sure.” Sergo remained staring at the container of stolen materials longingly. “I guess I owe you one, don’t I?”

“I suppose you do. I’ll bank it for now,” I said.

I got Terrance up to speed, and when we were all done, I pocketed the damaged Relocator. When Sergo wasn’t looking, I grabbed ten of the Inlorian bars and met our group near the lander. The bars were lighter than I expected.

“Everything good, boss?” Slate inquired.

“Perfect. I don’t think we’ll be seeing Sergo anytime soon.” I headed inside the transport ship, and the rest followed.

On the way, I scanned the landscape below, smiling as we flew over a modest village. Drones and robots were assembling the base of a residential facility, and already there were tiny ant-like forms moving along the ground.

A few minutes later, we were at the portal’s landing pad, ready to get to the Keppe world and find out what we could about Magnus’ venture and where his ship, Fortune, was last seen.

“Was this delay really necessary?” Karo asked me, nodding to my pocket, where the Relocator sat tucked away. I’d told them about the bargain, and Suma was anxious to look at the damaged device.

“Let’s hope so.” I set foot on the ground and listened to the rustling of the nearby leaves in the wind. It was calming, and I closed my eyes, stepping away from the group. I was going to be holed up with our team in rooms, on ships, and God knew where else for the next foreseeable while, so I soaked it all in. My helmet was off, and I let the wind brush against my freshly-shaven face. I breathed in the air, and felt the sun warm against my cheeks.

I stood like that for at least three minutes while the others chattered among themselves, probably thinking I was going nuts. I didn’t care. The next few weeks were going to be intense and unpredictable. I needed the recharge, and it worked. I instantly felt better, rejuvenated. Sometimes it paid to stop and smell the roses.

When I turned around, the others were already walking toward the portal cave, and I followed, slipping my helmet on. By the time I made it into the room, the portal stone was glowing, the hieroglyphs in the shapes of icons for each distant world the stones linked to were pulsing, and I stepped into the circle, ready to go to Oliter.

No one spoke as Suma tapped the table’s icon for the world, and the room was bathed in white light before dimming, eventually settling in pitch black.

“What’s wrong with the portal room?” Rulo asked, her words translating for me in my earpiece.

“I don’t know.” It shouldn’t have been dark. The Keppe portal was directly beneath their leader Lord Crul’s base, and it should have been well lit, the room immaculate and architecturally designed, unlike some of the unkempt caves we visited on most worlds. The Keppe took pride in theirs, and guarded and maintained the space with the utmost care.

A light flashed on: Slate had activated his suit’s beams. We all did the same, and soon we had a better image of where we’d ended up.

“This isn’t Oliter,” Suma whispered, and Rulo rolled her eyes.

“Of course this isn’t, child. Do you think my people would leave a resource like the portal stone in such disarray?” Rulo barked. She was normally so affable that her outburst caught me off-guard.

Suma stood her ground. “I’m not a child, and we know what the Keppe portal looks like. Most of us have traveled through it.”

I hated to second-guess my friend, but she might have made a mistake. I cleared my throat. “Suma, is there a chance you chose the wrong icon? They can be hard to get right, and you’ve been studying so many things. Maybe you picked a similar symbol?”

Suma glared at me, her snout snapping upwards. “I didn’t screw up. Slate, tell him. You saw me.”

Slate nodded. “I did, boss. She chose the right one, I’m sure of it.”

Karo was standing away from us, facing a doorway. I watched him stare at the wooden slab without moving. He was acting even stranger than normal lately. It was something else for me to have to watch out for.

“W, what kind of readouts are you getting?” I asked our robot friend.

“Captain, the air is within reasonable parameters for each of your races’ capacities,” W responded.

“Good. I think we should try again, see if we can get to Oliter.” My hands were already moving across the crystal-clear table, swiping over the dozens of symbols on each page. We’d recently opened up the blocked icons on all of the stones, allowing the hidden symbols from the Theos Collective to be visible to all Gatekeepers. Sarlun had fought it at first, but when he saw the advantage of finding more worlds to explore, making more connections out there, he’d agreed with me.

I found the icon and looked around, seeing if everyone was close enough to travel with the press of the image. The stone pulsed and glowed, but before I pushed on the symbol, Karo’s voice carried over to me. “Dean, do not press that.”

His words caught me off-guard, and I stopped short. “Why not?”

Karo turned, his white hair faintly glowing in the dim corner of the room. “Something’s wrong with the stone,” he said, stalking across the room. He was tall, and between his voice and his imposing statuesque figure coming at me, I stumbled away from the table.

Suma stood there, not flinching away from the last remaining Theos. “What’s wrong with it? How do you know?” she asked.

“It’s not that I know what’s wrong, but I can feel it. The Theos themselves power these stones. They needed to sacrifice their physical forms in order to retain the universe’s Balance when their fight with the Iskios transpired so long ago. Their essence is inside the stone. You saw what happened when you tried to travel through a portal stone while Leonard had an Iskios possessing him. The two energies collided and negated one another.” Karo was staring at the table and at the stone below.

“Do you think someone here is carrying an Iskios?” Slate asked, causing me to glance around at my companions.

“No, nothing like that. I can sense the Theos inside. There are a few of them,” he said as he knelt on the dusty stone floor. I moved around the table and crouched beside him.

“Are they aware?” Suma asked.

Karo shook his head. “I don’t think so. We might be able to pull some patterns from them if we had the tools, but they’re only an energy source at this time. There’s a chance that they’re drying up, dying off inside the stones.”

I cringed at this theory. “That would mean the stones could eventually fail.”

“That’s correct.” Karo placed a palm on the stone, which was growing brighter, hotter; I could feel the heat emanate off the surface, but Karo didn’t even seem to notice. “They could fail, but for now, they might act like they’ve crossed wires, sending users to the wrong place.”

“If the wires are crossed between the symbol selection and the actual destination stone, then the Gatekeepers will be sent to random places,” Suma said softly.

“That’s also correct,” Karo agreed. “Or it could be isolated to the stone at Haven, or perhaps even the stone leading to Oliter. We must cogitate on this before attempting a return.”

“We don’t have time for this. Maybe you should all leave the room, and I’ll go through alone, testing it to see if I can get to Oliter. Magnus needs my help,” I said, unable to keep the tension from my voice.

Slate set a hand on my chest. “Magnus needs our help, not just yours. Did you bring this team so you could abandon us at the first opportunity?”

Slate was still upset about me leaving them behind after the attack at Bazarn Five, when I went looking for Mary. I didn’t think I’d ever live that one down; plus, he was right. Magnus and Nat needed all of us around to help get them back. I wasn’t equipped to do it alone. “I’m sorry I even suggested it. Let’s take a look at what this world has to offer while we’re here and see if we can figure out where we landed. It’s a good thing Suma’s spent the last five months studying six hours a day, right?”

Suma smiled and took the lead, heading for the doorway. I knew she wanted nothing more than to go recover our missing friends, but I could also tell she was excited to explore a different world. This was her first real mission as a Gatekeeper, even though she’d already been on countless assignments with us.

“Ready or not, here we come,” Slate said, stepping in front of Suma. His pulse rifle was raised, and he opened the wooden door slab, ready for anything.

It creaked as he pushed it, and we saw more of the same. Stone floor, dirt walls, but a crack of light cast at the end of a slowly escalating corridor floor, promising an outside. Slate led us through, our suits’ lights showcasing nothing of interest, and three minutes later, we stood at another wooden door. It had a metal ring handle, but no visible locks.

“Let’s see what we’re working with,” I said, pushing the door open.
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Slate grabbed, pulling me from the ledge. I was leaning over a sharp descent that was hundreds of feet above the surface below. The walls shimmered, and gone was the rocky disposition, replaced with translucent glass barriers. I lost my breath, and I struggled to find it as I stared at the entrance where the tall wooden door had existed moments earlier.

“What happened?” Rulo asked from behind me. Slate pulled me away, waiting until I had a secure foothold on the floor before releasing me again.

“I don’t know, but this was all a show.” I walked the perimeter of the room, trying to understand what I was looking at. The walls were clear, the symbols lit up in a soft blue glow, but they were moving around the surface of the glass in fluid motions. The portal table appeared as it had before.

I glanced toward the surface far beneath, and a wave of vertigo swept over me. The floors were clear glass too, and I noticed blinking lights far underneath the tower we were stranded in.

“Look up,” Suma said, and I did, witnessing a dark, cloud-covered sky above. I couldn’t see a moon or any stars through the blanket over the heavens. Beyond the glass, we pointed out what was an elaborate and complex hive of buildings connected by enclosed pedways.

“W, what are you picking up now? Are we in the same place?” I asked, worried we’d been sent somewhere else by an erratic portal stone. If the stones began transporting us on their own, we were in even bigger trouble, unless we found a way out of this room. The exit was a thousand-foot dive through the air.

“We are on the same world upon which we arrived. Readouts show the same results.” W didn’t have to use a tablet or arm console like we would; his sensors were internal.

“Any ideas?” I asked. Karo was wandering the far side of the room, looking through the glass toward the ground.

“I think the portal room is floating,” Suma said.

“Floating? There has to be a stand somewhere, doesn’t there?” Slate asked, ducking by the other end, looking into the bottom corner.

“Not necessarily,” W offered. “Judging by the slight variance in altitude every few seconds, the room could either be using thrusters to hold itself in the air or a powerful magnetic force. Since I am not affected by the energy a magnet of that strength would require, I think thrusters are the answer.”

“Karo, do you think this room could be the cause of the disturbance on the portal stone?” I asked the Theos. His gaze met mine with a vacant stare. He was really out of it, and I needed to find a way to get him back to normal.

He shook his head. “While this is an odd location for us to end up, I don’t think the correlation is so simple. From what I can assume, my people are dying inside the portal stones, and our arrival here is happenstance of that fact.”

“Okay,” I started, “what do we know?” I flipped a finger in the air. “One. The portals brought us here instead of to Oliter, the Keppe world.” Rulo grunted, her minigun in her hand, but it dangled toward the floor. “Two. We’re in a clear glass portal room, hovering nearly a mile from the surface.”

Suma took over. “Three. We didn’t bring much in the way of supplies.”

She was right. We’d been expecting to arrive right on our ally’s planet, under Lord Crul’s palace. This wasn’t good.

I liked talking it out. This group was resourceful, and I had confidence we’d figure this out like we always did. We just needed to put our heads together. “What are the options?”

Slate went first. “We pick another symbol and see where the portal takes us.”

“That’s not a terrible idea. At least that might give us a chance to arrive somewhere a little more hospitable,” Rulo suggested.

“I don’t think there are other options, at least not any that make sense. We can’t wait. We don’t have much food and water.” Each of us had a small pack, but the combined sustenance would only be enough for a day, two days max.

Karo was back in the middle of the room. “I don’t like to use it again so soon. It’s like I can feel them inside the stone, fading away.”

“Then it’s better if we go sooner rather than later,” Slate said, urgency thick in his voice.

I agreed, though I hated going into the portal again with so many unknowns. “This is so frustrating.” I stared out the glass toward the intricate pattern of structures beyond. I didn’t see anything moving, but still… there were a lot of blinking lights, and that told me someone had to be in the city around us.

“There’s always a third option,” Suma said.

“What’s that?” I walked over to her side, my gaze catching what she was seeing.

She pointed to a distant dot that was getting larger with each breath. “We wait for the welcoming party to arrive.”

Slate and Rulo had their weapons raised in a flash, and they came to stand between the rest of us and the doorway, which was wide open. There was nowhere to hide, and I was considering using the portal to make a quick exit, but Karo’s worries over its functionality made me hesitate.

“What is it?” Slate asked.

We stood in a line between the entrance and the table hovering over the crystal. The glow was absent from both the portal stone and the walls, and all the symbols were gone, leaving the room feeling empty.

A cube approached us, glowing thrusters urging it up and forward to meet with our room, which shook slightly at the gentle impact. A sound indicated the cube had locked in place with the portal room, and my back tensed as we waited for a door to open from the newly arrived hosts.

We didn’t have to wait long. One second, a barrier was there; the next, it had vanished, revealing a dark box beyond.

“What do we do, boss?” Slate didn’t turn around to ask. Instead, he took a single step forward before stopping.

“There’s something inside,” I whispered after hearing a noise emanate from beyond our doorway. “W, any life signs?”

“Not on my sensors, no, Captain,” W said, far too loudly. The robot needed some programming in tact.

Rulo’s imposing minigun was raised as she walked stealthily toward the cube. She turned her suit’s lights on, casting beams into the dark space. Seconds later, she turned around, facing us, and shrugged her broad shoulders. “Looks empty,” she said, and I saw it then.

“Rulo, behind you!” I shouted, but it was too late. The mechanical being moved with a speed I’d never seen before. Her gun was on the ground, and a lance of energy tethered to the weapon’s grip, casting it to the side.

Rulo stumbled, unsure what to make of the intruder. It clearly wasn’t organic, nor did it look humanoid. It walked on four legs, a thin torso rising from the center of them, and dozens of protrusions shot out from all angles of the body. Lights blinked and pulsed as the functional arms moved around slowly, cautiously.

“What is it?” Slate asked, likely not expecting an answer.

“It is a robot, is that not obvious?” W said, stepping around us and toward the newcomer.

“Be careful, W. We don’t know how dangerous it is,” Suma said, but W didn’t seem to care.

“If we want to leave this world, we will need the locals’ help.” W stood five feet away from the other robot, and they couldn’t have been more different. Humans and other humanoid creatures built robots in their own likenesses, mostly so they’d feel comfortable around them. I always thought it was a little bit of a god complex mixed in there as well, and if there was one thing sentient beings were full of, it was ego.

“This is the local?” I asked.

“Since we’re getting no life signs within this region of the world, I have to assume the ones who constructed the city are like the one before us,” W said.

Suma moved over beside W, and I watched the alien robot closely, trying to stay alert for any signs of danger. “Could this place be like Sterona, where the inhabitants vanished, leaving things like drones behind?” she asked.

W stood silently for a moment, pondering the Shimmali’s question. “It is doubtful, Suma. The patterns of the city around us are too mathematical, too precise. I understand the structure of them on a basic level built into my positronic brain. This robot is made for optimized function, hence the multi-tooled design. I suspect it is able to do the work of dozens of drones on New Spero. There seem to be no limits…”

W’s speech was clipped as it ended. His eyes glowed bright red, and his arms shot straight out, rigid and tense.

Suma jumped, and I caught her. Slate was still holding a pulse rifle up, and I motioned for him to lower it.

“W, what’s happening to you?” I asked, worried about our companion. I glanced back and saw Karo standing at the stone, his hand resting on the smooth surface, a distant look in his eyes. I’d have to deal with that later.

“It is speaking to me.” W’s voice was strained, more robotic than normal. Gone were his programming’s pretenses of trying to sound human in tone.

“What does it want?” Suma asked, ever curious.

“Can you understand it?” I inquired, since the robot hadn’t made a single sound since entering our space.

“Yes. It’s pushing the communication directly into my core.” W’s eyes were bright and red, causing concern. I hoped that whatever the other robot was doing wasn’t risking harm to our team member.

“What’s it saying?” I asked, reiterating Suma’s question.

“The information is streaming into me in a version of binary code. It’s taking my processors… there it is. We are the first beings they have seen here in centuries, if I perceive the timeline properly. The last carbon-based being that entered through the room had feigned being an ally, but eventually turned on them.” W’s eyes were returning to normal, the red lessening with each sentence.

The robot hadn’t moved in several minutes, and my gaze lingered on it, catching a blinking light on its midsection. I had a bad feeling.

One of its many arms shot out, a beam pushing toward Slate, the only one still holding a gun in his hands. Slate fell to the ground, and I started to rush toward him when W stopped me.

“Captain, refrain from moving. I’m speaking with it, assuring it we mean no harm.” W’s hands were raised, showing he wasn’t a threat. Slate was breathing, and I took solace in that fact.

W and the robot were only a foot apart now, and I wished I could hear the silent communication passing between them. Suma was tense beside me and she grabbed my arm, holding it tightly. She was looking at Slate, who was slumped along the wall, gun displaced to the clear floor next to him.

“It is willing to discuss our freedom,” W finally said, after at least two silent minutes.

Rulo shifted on her feet and grunted. It was almost as if I could read her mind. She thought we should blast our way out of here, heading for the portal again. There were too many variables with the afflicted stone. Karo was right to be concerned. We had no idea where we might end up if we traveled through it right now.

“What does it need?” I asked, knowing there was always a trade involved. That much was universal, whether we were flesh and blood or wires and metal.

“This city was once a wonderment of robotics. From what I understand, someone was here long ago, leaving behind an advanced AI prototype. Perhaps they tried to hide it somewhere isolated, to protect their own interests. They don’t know. From there, that single robot expanded, using pieces of a crashed ship to make small drones. It expanded continuously, growing, utilizing the planet’s metals, geothermal energy, and various other sources.” W paused, as if getting further transmissions. Suma and I leaned in, both caught up in the tale.

“You’re telling us that everything we see around us was created from that first robot?” I asked quietly.

W nodded. “That is what this one tells me. They call it Origin. Origin is powerful beyond our understanding. It created a matrix of such complexity that even this one can only briefly communicate what Origin’s capabilities are.”

My gut tensed at the implications. “You didn’t answer my question. What does it need from us?”

W turned to look at everyone, finally breaking his lock with the four-legged host. “The city goes on for most of the planet, but there is a section of the world where they cannot survive because of the magnetic poles. The beings that came hundreds of years ago seized Origin from here and took it to the northern pole, rendering much of their world useless.

“The cities used to be alive with drones, robots like this one, and countless other forms, all interconnected like a hivemind. Now the ones with enough energy stored roam aimlessly. Only a few still have purpose, like J-NAK.”

“Who’s J-NAK?” I asked as I glanced over to Slate, who was coming to.

“This is J-NAK. That is the character equivalent of his binary ID. He seems to like the name,” W said, though I hadn’t seen J-NAK react in the slightest.

“Can he speak?” I asked, and W turned to the robot, silently asking the question.

“He can if he has the proper translation tools. I can pass those to him if you like, Captain,” W said, and I nodded.

“It’ll make this easier.” I watched as W pulled a datastick from a cubby inside his chest cavity and passed it to one of J-NAK’s thin, outstretched black metal arms. Another arm took the portable datastick and scanned it, covering it with a yellow glow before two more skinny arms began working.

Suma stepped closer as it cut into its own metal torso before five or six arms worked, soldering and adjusting pieces from around its own body.

“It’s making a receptor for the datastick. It doesn’t have a slot that size, so it’s constructing one. Fascinating,” Suma said, and I had to agree. It was amazing and scary at the same time.

The whole process took only minutes, arms flashing so quickly, we could hardly follow. Soon it was pressing the stick inside the newly formed port, and seconds later, a sound carried from a speaker in its chest.

“Greetings, visitors. As our mutual acquaintance has advised you, you may call me J-NAK.” The voice was robotic, reminding me of the old phone voices you’d dial to get the local weather or time.

“I’m Dean. This is Suma; Rulo; W, or Dubs as we call him; Karo is back there; and that” – I pointed to the ground, where Slate was blinking his eyes open and reaching for his gun again – “is Zeke, but you can call him Slate.” I shook my head at my friend, and Slate left his hand off the weapon.

“That was uncalled for,” Slate said, and I moved over to him, helping him to his feet.

“We do not want to be threatened. We will not tolerate further destruction,” J-NAK said plainly.

“Good to know.” Slate rubbed his head. “Don’t worry about me,” he said with some attitude. “I’m fine.”

“Can you help us get home?” I asked, nodding to the stone Karo was kneeling beside.

“We do not travel through the portal. It takes an organic to activate.” J-NAK moved toward it, his four legs moving methodically.

A disturbing vision crept into my inner mind’s eye: robots like the one in front of us spread across New Spero, thousands of them building a hive like the city around us, stifling our human life in favor of their own AI needs. We couldn’t let them or this Origin travel through the portals with us. They had to remain here. It also begged the question of why they hadn’t created space travel yet, or maybe I was being short-sighted and they had. It wasn’t a question I was willing to broach with the robot quite yet.

W cut in. “I did mention the portal’s erratic behavior, referring to the potential crossed wires between the locations and the symbols.”

I silently wished he hadn’t talked about the portals with this robot at all, but since he already had, I decided to press it. “How did it respond?”

“It thinks it could work out a program mapping the issues, if given time,” W said.

I sensed some logical bait being placed. “What should we do in the meantime?”

Karo got up and blinked at J-NAK, as if it was the first time he’d looked at the robot who’d been in the room with us for the last ten minutes. “Isn’t that clear?” he asked. “This J-NAK would like us to go to the pole, retrieve Origin, and bring their leader and founder back safely. Then they’ll trade us safe passage to wherever we choose on the portal table.”

For a guy who hadn’t seemed to be paying attention, he’d hit the nail on the head.

“This one is accurate in his understanding of the situation. If it pleases you to begin your quest now, that would be ideal,” J-NAK said through a speaker. He didn’t have a head or face, so I stared toward the center of the torso, where the couple of dozen arms moved slowly.

“Can we have a moment?” I asked it, and when I didn’t receive a reply, I motioned everyone to come with me to the far corner of the clear-walled room.

“We don’t have time for this,” I muttered, angry with our predicament. “Why can’t a rescue mission in space ever be simple?” The question almost made me laugh.

Rulo was the first to speak. “We either risk another portal trip or we do what they ask. W, do you believe they’ll find a way to get us to Oliter?”

W paused before speaking. “I do. They appear to be quite high-level. When this model communicated wirelessly with me, I could sense others pressing in to join its conversation. As it said, many are aimless in their intelligence now, because the core of their hive is Origin. If this creature came and took Origin to the magnetic polar fields, where Origin can no longer function, then they do need it returned. We would be doing a great favor to these robots.”

“I want to get Magnus home, not save a bunch of robots from wandering through the streets of their constructed city,” I said, and regretted the words as W averted his gaze. “Dubs, I didn’t mean it like that. I only want to help our friends.”

“Boss, this might be the one way we can do that. How hard can it be?” Slate asked.

Now I did laugh. It was an asinine quest. We had no idea what we were up against out there at the poles. “I guess we have no choice. Are we all in agreement?” I had a bad feeling about it all. What was to stop these robots from all becoming activated, then forcing us to help them through the portal to devour and expand to other worlds? Unfortunately, we were out of options.

One by one, they nodded. First Rulo, then Suma, her snout waving lightly side to side. Slate was next, a determined look across his face. Karo met my gaze and nodded softly.

“Then it’s settled. J-NAK, tell us everything you can about this being that took Origin.”
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We were ushered into the dark cube, and we each set our lights on as we entered. The walls were black, no light emerging from the outside. The door shut, and I couldn’t discern if we were moving or staying still. J-NAK was silent as we waited, and a few minutes later, I felt the cube settle onto something solid.

“I guess we were moving,” Slate whispered to me. We were in our full EVA suits, and I felt claustrophobic in mine. W claimed the air was breathable, and I expected to take the helmet off as soon as possible. It was kind of ironic to find a world that would suit our needs for air, but to find it inhabited by robotic beings.

We were led by the six-foot-tall multi-armed robot out onto the ground, which was a strange sight in its own right. The entire pathway was smooth light-gray metal, not a bump or ridge to be found.

A drone whirred by above us, and now that we were on the surface, I noticed different devices roaming without purpose. There were a couple of models much like J-NAK; some had more legs, or fewer arms, but that was where the differences ended.

“Come with me. We will supply everything you need for your journey,” J-NAK said, and a hovering platform approached us. White light emanated from beneath, and a glowing barrier like a fence surrounded the trolley. It was meant to carry us to a destination.

“Everyone on board,” I said, taking the lead up two steps. Once we were all on, feet planted firmly, it began moving slowly. We all watched with interest as the city moved by us. There were buildings, but I had no clue what sort of function they had. When I asked J-NAK about it, he said they were integral to the Panel. W tried to translate this, claiming the city was like an electronic panel. The buildings and pedways were bridges, connectors, and conductors.

Suma nodded along, but this was all well beyond my comprehension. Slate rolled his eyes and laughed. It was good that he could still be in high spirits after today’s events. He’d even been shot with a pulse from J-NAK, which he claimed hadn’t hurt. It had only incapacitated him in an instant.

“You’re saying this entire city is some sort of computer board?” Rulo asked.

“In a simplified sense, yes,” W said.

Rulo reached for our android with a powerful hand, and I stepped between them. “What else can you tell us?”

J-NAK’s toneless voice told us we would receive a map, and asked W for vehicle blueprints that would suit our needs.

The hovering transportation platform came to a stop, and I peered up, seeing the sky for the first time. The clouds were dissipating, and the sun was up now, low in the horizon. It was yellow, and across the sky, I noticed a full moon contrasting the star. “This world seems like a good one for a colony,” I suggested.

Suma agreed. “If you don’t mind sharing it with sentient robots,” she said quietly.

“I might mind that,” I replied. “W, what does it want with vehicle blueprints?”

W asked it silently and quickly responded, “The location of the poles is not nearby. They wish to manufacture a vessel to take us there, and they figured one to our specifications would be ideal.”

“Wait, you’re telling me they’ll make us any kind of ship we ask for?” Slate asked, eyes going wide. “Boss, let’s get a killer copter.”

“This isn’t a game,” I said, “but that’s a cool idea. If Mary or Magnus were here, that might be a good option, but I don’t think any of us should be learning to fly a helicopter on this alien world.” I turned to W. “Do you have the prints of our basic ten-person landers?”

“I do, Captain,” W said.

“Everyone good with that?” I asked, and when no one complained, W sent the details on another datastick.

“We will comply,” J-NAK said.

“How long?” I asked the robot, wanting nothing more than to get this task over with. I expected to hear the answer in days, but its response startled us all.

“Two of your hours.” It didn’t wait for further discussion; instead, it walked off, quickly moving into a walled-off facility that seemed every bit like a robotic manufacturing plant, even from the street. Its walls were at least a hundred feet high, white-paneled, and two hundred feet long.

“Two hours.” I mouthed the words in surprise, and we settled on the street, leaning against the building’s exterior walls.

“Can you believe this place?” Slate asked as he took his helmet off. Like every time one of us took our EVA helmet off on a foreign world, I held my breath, waiting for Slate’s reaction to the air. He grinned at me and inhaled.

“Either they’re producing oxygen or not everything on this world is metal and robotic. There has to be some greenspace somewhere,” Suma suggested, pulling her own helmet off. We all followed suit and began going over the small amount of rations we had. Once all our bags and pockets were emptied, we took inventory.

“Four water bottles and seven protein bars. Not a lot to go on,” I said, reviewing the meager pile along the edge of the manufacturing warehouse.

“Good news, one of us is a robot, so W doesn’t need food,” Slate said. He eyed Karo suspiciously. “Are you sure you’re not hiding any pizza under there?”

Karo’s face broke into the first smile I’d seen on him for a while. “I did, but I already ate it.”

“We can joke all we want, but we might be in some trouble. I expect these robots don’t have much need for water.” Slate reached for a bottle, and I cringed.

“W, how far is the northern pole?” I walked over to W as he pulled a screen from one of his multiple compartments. He activated it and showed me the display with a satellite image, presumably of the planet we were on.

“It looks to be twenty-five hundred and eleven kilometers to the center of the pole,” he said. I scanned the image, which showed most of the terrain covered in streets and buildings, like the city we were inside. The picture showed light clusters spread around the continent, and my gaze drifted to a body of water stretching a couple hundred kilometers south of our current position in Origin’s first settlement.

“How will we find Origin when we get there?” Suma asked, using English to make it easier to talk among the group.

“J-NAK said Origin has a unique identifier. They cannot track it from the pole, but they know for a fact that Origin did enter the pole when it was taken,” W replied.

“What kind of alien arrived back then, and who would risk plucking the main power of an entire world’s robotic hive?” I scratched my chin, wondering if W was given this information.

“That I do not know, Captain. It didn’t have that information either. They don’t appear to capture video feeds of anything going on here. They don’t get a lot of visitors, and they are all interconnected, so having cameras is an unnecessary use of energy.” W’s gaze turned toward a doorway, but it remained closed. “It is strange here. I feel multiple voices pressing into my mind, some focused communication, some random strings of binary. It is very unsettling.”

“Are you able to block it at all?” I asked, really having no understanding of how the robots could speak and pass information between each other.

He shook his head and glanced toward the doorway again. “No.”

“What are you looking at?” Suma asked Dubs, as she glanced toward the door as well.

“I hear them in there. At least twenty drones, working as a strong unit to build our lander.” W stood, while the rest of us sat leaning against the wall as we waited for J-NAK to come back with an update.

We spent the next two hours discussing where Magnus could have gone, Rulo adding insights to how life was on a Keppe exploratory vessel. I’d made a habit of talking to Magnus with our communicator over the duration of his three-year stint, but he rarely gave his location. Instead, we opted to discuss his mental state, my pressures running between Earth’s new colony cities, New Spero’s ever-expanding Terran sites, and Haven bringing in the Alliance of Worlds members.

We frequently discussed our children, Magnus telling me about little Dean, whom he and Nat had named after me when they thought Mary and I had died on our trek chasing the hybrids across the galaxy. He was seven years old now, doing well in a Keppe school. Baby Patty wasn’t a baby any longer. She was around a year older than Jules, and we liked to predict how Patty and Jules were going to become fast friends when they returned home.

I’d tell Magnus about my smart and willful little daughter, sometimes confiding that I was afraid she’d been affected by her time in the womb while Mary had been possessed by the Iskios. Her bright green eyes were only part of the reason I thought she might be special. Only time would tell exactly what that meant.

Mary didn’t want to talk about the possibility of Jules being different based on her pregnancy’s circumstances. She rarely spoke about the time under the ancient race’s control. Not that I blamed her, but there were nights when she tossed and turned in bed, waking up in a sweat, and I knew it was because of her nightmares of the Iskios. She’d seen herself wielding immense power, destroying moons and planets with no regard for life. I knew I had hybrid blood inside me, and that brought a sort of deeper kinship between me and my daughter.

Mary admitted it wasn’t her, none of it was actually under her control, but the effects of being used as such a destructive puppet were enough to scar anyone. I loved my wife ferociously, and now my daughter, and I needed to protect them so something like that never happened again. I looked around the strange city as we sat there, chatting amongst ourselves, and I wished I was home.

I should have brought the portal. What had I been thinking? We could have climbed through to my house on New Spero. At the same time, I’d been right to worry about carrying it on a journey with me. I was always getting into danger out here, and the last thing I needed was an enemy getting hold of the portal device and walking straight into my house, where Mary and Jules resided.

“Dean, are you all right?” Suma’s voice broke me from my reverie.

“Sure. I was thinking about Magnus, and our kids. Suma, how’s the academy coming along?” I asked, wanting to talk about something else.

“They broke ground on it around a month ago on Haven. Can you believe there’s going to be a Gatekeepers’ Academy? I’d hate to be a teacher there. Young ones from dozens of races from around the galaxy, all under one roof.”

“Isn’t that part of the point? Getting everyone together to work toward a common goal?” It had been Slate’s idea, and after some serious deliberation, our makeshift Alliance of Worlds council had approved it.

“You don’t throw a bunch of kids together and expect them to forget thousands of years of prejudice and issues passed down from generation to generation,” Suma said, sounding older than her twenty-plus years.

“You’re right there, but what if this new alliance sets everyone toward a new path? One that makes them not forget the old ways, but look toward the future, standing side by side with their neighboring systems instead of against them?” I said.

“Always the idealist, aren’t you, Dean? Not everything can be solved by waving a treaty around. But I do think it was a good idea, even if Slate thought of it,” she said with a smile.

“I heard my name,” Slate said from a few yards away. “What did I do now?”

The door opened at the side of the building, and J-NAK emerged. “You may see your vessel. It is ready.”

We all got up off the ground and gathered our supplies before heading to the entrance of the manufacturing building. I was excited to see inside. A place where a full ten-person lander could be built in two hours had to be interesting.

There were soft lights cascading from the ceiling, and I wondered if they were for our benefit or the robots’. Did robots need light? I’d have to ask W later. He was beside me, head tilting from side to side as he took in the sight of the space.

The ceiling opened, sections folding in smooth patterns until we could see the sky above. That was handy. My gaze dropped to the middle of the warehouse floor. The surface was the same metals as the streets had been: their version of concrete. A lander exactly like the ones we’d used at home was sitting there.

“It appears to be missing a few details,” Suma said, and I noticed the dull exterior. The materials were different from ours; instead of a smooth, polished gray exterior, this was leaning toward a matte black, with no lines painted on or numbers designating the vehicle ID.

“As long as it does the job, I’m happy,” I said, running a gloved hand along the surface of the lander. The door opened as I tapped the icon beside it, and I let out a low whistle. The seats were metal grates, definitely made for function, not comfort.

“Let’s make this trip short. I don’t know how long I can sit on something like that,” Slate said, and Rulo grunted beside him.

“Humans. Always complaining.” Rulo stepped in first, stacking our EVA helmets and packs in a rear storage compartment.

“Not all of us have armor on our butts,” Slate retorted, getting a shove for his efforts from the large Keppe woman. At least she was smiling now. I’d never seen her so cranky before. I think she’d been excited to go searching for the missing Keppe exploration ship and hated the delay as much as I did.

“J-NAK, you didn’t do this by yourself, did you?” I asked the lone robot in the warehouse.

“No. I had help.” As soon as he said this, a red light flashed from the center of his body, and the floor spread open twenty yards past the ship. Out came dozens of mechanical arms and hovering drones. “They did most of the work. I oversaw the project.”

Suma walked toward the collection of robots and turned to us. “Dean, we need to get these guys into our Alliance. Imagine the things we could do with just-in-time manufacturing like this. It’s like our 3D printers, but far more advanced. It takes weeks for us to put together a vessel like this, and far more resources.”

I wanted to tell her to be careful what she asked for. I wasn’t sure we wanted a city of AI robots building anything on our worlds. Maybe we could offer a trade for their assistance, but I was already skeptical of a robot takeover, even if J-NAK seemed like a fair partner. Part of me knew it was being so accommodating because it needed our help.

“We’ll talk about it later,” I said.

“You have the location of the northern pole. You have the frequency Origin will be emitting. These functions are built into the lander as well. Should you encounter any resistance, there is weaponry attached to the vessel.” J-NAK went inside and showed Rulo how to use it. The fact that the robots took our concept and blueprints, and automatically added weapons, concerned me again.

A few minutes later, the four-legged robot crawled out of the tight-fitting lander, and Rulo nodded to me, confident she could use the weapons with ease.

“Bring back Origin. Without Origin, this entire complex system will fail within three hundred years,” J-NAK said. That sounded like a long time to me, but I suspected they’d been here for a lot longer than that.

“J-NAK, you’re going to work on getting a patch for the portal stone while we’re gone?” I asked.

“Yes. I will have your patch completed.”

“Dean, I’m going to stay with J-NAK. I’d prefer to be near the stone and the Theos within while the robot works,” Karo told me.

I was worried about our Theos friend, but didn’t want to argue with him in this case. It might be better to have one of us behind, making sure J-NAK met his end of the bargain.

I waited as the others got on the lander, before turning to the robot and asking one more question privately. “What if we can’t find Origin?” The words came out in a whisper, hardly loud enough for J-NAK to hear them.

“Then I am afraid you will not be leaving.” The robot turned and walked away, leaving me with cold blood running through my veins.

I shut the door once inside the lander and gave Suma a smile as Rulo lifted the ship up and out of the manufacturing warehouse. The whole time, J-NAK’s last words echoed in my mind.

You will not be leaving.
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The landscape didn’t change much for most of the trip toward the pole. Robot cities stretched out before us, lights blinking below, the whole thing feeling empty and alone. If what J-NAK had told us was true, there weren’t many intelligent robots thinking for themselves any longer. They’d reverted to a hive mind or autopilot, as it seemed. When Origin was in charge, controlling the world, would there have been thousands of robots on the streets and in the skies?

“Look ahead. We’ve found the border,” Slate said from his perch beside Rulo at the front of the lander.

We neared the edge of the robot world and came into something completely foreign-looking on this planet. Greenspace.

“How is their pole so lush?” I asked. I’d visited a lot of planets, and not all of them had ice caps at the poles like Earth. But this was the greenest I’d ever seen.

“There could be a variety of reasons,” Suma was quick to answer.

Slate cut her off. “Let’s save the science for another time.”

“Any sign of Origin?” I asked, doubtful we’d pick up a reading the second we entered the pole vicinity.

“Not yet,” Slate said, and Rulo lowered the lander, getting our altitude closer to ground level. The landscape was beautiful: thick brushes of trees, all blue and deep green in color. Every now and then, they’d spread apart, unveiling a lake, various minerals giving the water colors I’d never dreamt of seeing.

Something beeped from the pilot’s console, and I leaned over Rulo’s shoulder to see a faint signal blinking for a second before disappearing.

“Looks like we have something,” Rulo said, changing the lander’s trajectory toward the icon, which for the time being had vanished from the console screen.

I was nervous and excited to get to Origin, and wondered if it really could be this easy. These robots had accomplished so much, but for some reason, they couldn’t function at the poles. It was strange, because our ship was working just fine. It had something to do with their positronic brains and interconnected system.

“W, you holding up okay?” I asked, and the android nodded from behind me.

“I am well, Captain.”

That was good to see. Why hadn’t the robots created an android like W to complete this mission? I felt like there were a few missing pieces to the puzzle as we lowered toward the location where Origin had shown up on our sensors minutes earlier.

“Still nothing?” I asked, seeing no blinking light on the screen.

“Nothing. It was in this region, though,” Slate said as Rulo found an opening in the trees and landed the ship on the surface. “Walk from here?” he asked.

“Yes. W, you have the sensors on your internal system, right? You’ll know if we’re near Origin?” I asked.

“Yes, Captain. I will know,” he replied.

That was good enough for me. I’d really been hoping we’d see Origin on the sensors quickly, and pick it up within minutes of landing. It seemed nothing was ever as simply done as the best-case scenario.

We funneled out of the lander, leaving our helmets behind. Slate was the last one out, and he passed us weapons before closing the lander doors.

I took a deep breath inside the blue-leaved forest, finding it oddly comforting. The ground was hard here, thin blue grass rose a few inches off the surface, and I noticed a lake between the tall tree trunks to my left.

Slate’s gaze darted about the copse. “There’s no way the alien who took Origin would still be around, right?”

“We can’t tell. There was nothing unusual from above, but the tree cover’s pretty dense here,” I said, looking toward the lake.

“Should we split up, cover more terrain?” Slate asked.

I contemplated this but settled on staying together. “Less to go wrong by sticking as a group. Dubs, what are you picking up?” I asked the robot.

“Nothing yet, but I think it’s ahead.” Dubs started forward, walking toward the water that had to be close to a kilometer away. Slate shrugged and went after the android. I grabbed Rulo’s arm and leaned in.

“We have no idea how hostile these beings will be. They may not want to part with Origin. I have to make sure we’re ready for anything,” I said.

Rulo grinned, lifting her minigun. “I’ll be ready, Dean. Don’t worry about that.”

“Good.” Suma was ahead of us, and I hung back, walking with Rulo near the rear of our convoy. Tiny bugs hovered around me, attracted to my scent or blood. The others were waving arms around, trying to fend off the insects as well.

“Did you bring the bug repellant, boss?” Slate laughed from the lead position. I didn’t think he’d be chuckling for long if they became worse.

We arrived at the lakeside a few minutes later, and I bent down, touching the water with a bare hand, letting my fingers submerge in the cool liquid. It was musty, swampy, and I jumped back, recalling the variety of water creatures that could possibly live beneath the red algae-covered surface.

“Why do you always do that?” Suma asked me.

“It’s something I’ve always done, ever since I was a little boy. The first time I saw the ocean, I opened the car door before my dad was parked and ran to the water, feeling the urge to touch it. Ever since then, it’s become a habit of mine. Don’t you guys have a few behaviors you always do?” I asked. It was good to talk, to chat about ourselves to pass the time as we wound our way beyond the lake. I was hoping Dubs wouldn’t find a source of Origin’s signal in the water, and there was no indication that the robot overlord was anywhere underneath.

“I guess I twitch my snout when I’m nervous or excited… sometimes,” Suma said.

“Sometimes?” Slate said from ahead. “Suma, you’re either nervous or excited most of the time. I mean… I do find it endearing.”

Suma laughed, and I watched as she attempted to keep her snout from wiggling.

“How about you, Rulo?” I asked the Keppe woman.

“I don’t want to say,” she said, too quietly for the others to hear.

“Come on. It can’t be that bad,” I told her.

“I have to clean my weapon four times after each use,” Rulo admitted.

“See, that’s pretty normal.” I glanced at her, seeing there was more to it.

“I sing a song from my childhood while I do it. My father taught it to me when I first got a gun, and he used to use the timing to show me how to remove and replace all the components. I still do it. I don’t have to, but I choose to. It reminds me of him,” she said, showing a softer side.

“You’ve never spoken of your parents before,” Suma said.

“That’s not common practice in my culture. Once a loved one is gone, you hold their memory inside you. If you speak of them, their essence leaks away, and you have a little less remaining of them,” Rulo explained.

“That’s strange,” Slate called back.

“I think it’s nice,” Suma said. “You must hold their essences closely, Rulo.”

The Keppe warrior smiled and nodded, but didn’t add any further details.

“Doesn’t anyone want to hear my thing?” Slate shouted down the line.

I took the lead on this one. “You work out when you’re feeling caged? You like to eat fried food? You make bad jokes?”

He paused. “I do those things? I was going to say I have a habit of looking handsome.”

We all laughed, but Dubs froze in his footsteps.

His eyes were red, and his voice wasn’t his own. “Behold the Origin. I see you. Find me on the platform.”

“Well, that was unexpected,” Slate said, tapping W on the chest.

Dubs’ eyes returned to normal. “What did I miss?” he asked.

“Do you have a pin on Origin’s location now, Dubs?” I asked the android.

“It appears I do. Another two point three kilometers. We’re on the right track,” he said. “Why are you all looking at me like that?”

“Origin spoke through you,” I told him.

“That makes sense. It explains my missing thirteen seconds,” Dubs said.

The lake ended, this end covered by large rocks and boulders. The water was even deeper red in tone here, and more of the small bugs droned around my ears as we passed through the treed region into an open field. Once clear of the forest, we spotted the ruins.

The grass was tall and turquoise, flowing like waves in the gentle breeze. The sun above was lowering beyond the horizon, and I assumed we’d be walking in the dark within the hour. From here, the distant structures were obviously worn down, almost like a crumbling pyramid. They had to be tall for us to see them from this far away.

My arms tingled as I imagined plucking Origin from this platform it mentioned and rushing back to the ship. I wanted nothing more than to be on our merry way. Oliter awaited, if J-NAK was able to accomplish the portal patch like he’d suggested he could.

“I have a feeling whoever stole Origin isn’t around any longer,” Suma said as she pointed across the fields.

“I think you’re right, Suma. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be prepared for the unexpected.” Slate led us through the grass. There were fewer bugs hovering around us now that we’d moved beyond the lake’s edge, and I was grateful for it. I glanced at my hands, seeing a few angry red welts rising from their incessant bites.

The grass was waist-high on Suma, and she struggled through it, where on Rulo, it only came above her knees, allowing her ease of passage. I was somewhere in the middle, but eventually, we all emerged from the field just as the sunset cast a red glow over the ruins. There were multiple smaller stone buildings, each with steps around them leading onto flat roofs. The entire village reminded me of a visit to Mexico in my early twenties.

But these rocks seemed shaped with a precision the ancient Mayans had lacked. “They appear to have been cut with lasers,” Suma said, reading my mind. She was standing beside the first building, running a hand over the exterior.

Slate held his pulse rifle at ready; Rulo, at the opposite end of the group, held her minigun toward the structures. Paths joined the buildings, but weeds and grass grew through the stone walkways, telling me no one had been here to do maintenance in some time.

“Where’s the platform? Dubs, what are you picking up on your sensors?” I asked.

W pointed to the epicenter of the ruins. “There.”

I followed his finger, which aimed at the largest edifice in the area. Smooth steps were carved into the side. “Let’s go.” I ran forward, the others close behind.

There were no signs of the race that stole Origin, at least not of their physical bodies. There was ample evidence they had lived and even thrived here, with all the work they’d put into their village. I wanted to know what had happened to them and hoped we could solve the mystery before returning Origin to J-NAK at the robot city.

I paused at the bottom of the stairs and glanced up. There had to be at least forty stone steps, and I let Slate take the front position before hopping up after him. As expected, there was a platform on the top: a perfect square area with a stone ledge three feet tall. I placed a hand on Slate’s arm to hold him back. In the middle of the platform was a box made of stone.

“That has to be him!” Suma exclaimed, and started for it.

The platform vibrated as she neared the container, and the second she touched it, I knew we’d been had.
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The force field lifted up from the ledge around the dais, covering us in a red energy barrier. The instant it closed, W fell hard to the ground, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

I rolled him onto his back, but blank dead eyes stared up at the sky. “Dubs! Are you there?”

He didn’t reply.

“I’m sorry, Dean. I thought…” Suma started, but stopped when I shook my head.

“Any of us would have set it off. It’s a trap,” I told them.

“There has to be a way to get you guys out,” Rulo said, and for the first time, I noticed she was still on the stairs. She hadn’t entered the platform like we had.

“Thank God one of us had the common sense to be cautious,” I said.

“Or slow,” Slate mumbled from beside me.

“What kind of trap is this?” Suma asked, looking at the red barrier surrounding us.

“If I had to guess, this was set by the creatures who took Origin.” I walked over to the middle of the roof and set a hand on the stone box. “Slate, help me with this,” I said, and soon we slid the top slab off, revealing nothing but empty air.

“So they left this in case the robots found a way to the pole, and this field deactivates all robots?” Suma asked.

“Slate, check your pulse rifle.” I nodded to the gun.

“Dead.” He tapped his earpiece. “Testing. You guys getting this?”

“Nothing. They’ve killed all our electronics inside the force field.” I kicked the stone case, instantly regretting it. I sat down on the ledge of the container and ran hands through my hair. “There has to be a way to shut it down,” I said, glancing at Rulo.

Suma took over. “If I was going to guess, whatever’s powering this field would be inside the building we’re standing on. Rulo, can you go inside and see if there’s any power source down there?”

Rulo nodded firmly. “I’m on it,” she said, running down the steps.

I looked over to W, who was in a heap of metal, and I hoped we’d be able to find a way to shut this down: not just so we could escape, but so he could be initiated again. He was a robot, but still an integral part of our team.

“I’m going to test the barrier.” Slate walked over to the side of the platform and started to reach his finger toward the buzzing red wall.

“Stop!” Suma yelled. “Don’t touch it, you big dummy. Take something and throw it.”

Slate appeared to consider this, and he pulled a water bottle from his pack. It was almost empty, and he drained the last bit before pulling his arm away and throwing the steel bottle at the barrier. It bounced back with excessive force, the force field sparking brightly at the contact.

Slate held his hand up, staring at his fingers. “Good call, Suma.”

I stayed seated, hoping Rulo would be able to shut the barrier’s power source down, sooner rather than later.

____________

My eyes snapped open at the sound of Rulo’s voice. “You guys have no idea how much fun that was.” Her voice dripped with malice.

The barrier was gone, but Dubs was still deactivated, and my gun was dead as well. I stretched and woke the others. “How long have you been gone?” It was pitch black out; a few stars lit the sky, but they were few and far between, as clouds had rolled in.

“I don’t know. Five hours or so?” Rulo said, staying back on the stairs.

“Did you do it?” Suma asked groggily.

I had the urge to run from the platform in case the field sprouted again, and I got as far as W’s limp form before I stopped. “Slate, give me a hand.”

He wiped sleep from his eyes and ran over, helping me slide the robot to the ledge.

Rulo didn’t have to be asked to help, and together, the three of us hefted the robot onto the steps. “What do we do now? We can’t lug him around all day,” she said.

“Show me what you saw down there. There has to be a hint to Origin’s real location,” I said, and we left W lying on the top step, away from the ledge.

“I’ll stay with W… you know… in case he starts again,” Suma said, and Slate passed her his pulse rifle.

“If he activates, the gun might work. Otherwise, if anyone comes near you, hit them with it.” Slate feigned swinging a bat, and Suma nodded.

I didn’t love leaving Suma alone up there, but it might be safer. We hadn’t seen anyone around, and the force field appeared to have been set up a long time ago.

“What’s so bad down there?” I asked Rulo.

“It’s not that it’s bad, just tight. There are a lot of components inside too, most of which I have no clue about. Maybe we should have brought Suma,” Rulo answered.

We were down the stairs in a few breaths, and the Keppe woman led us around the side of the structure, merging into an entranceway. There was no door to cover it, and the frame was arched smoothly. Inside, we were met with a hallway, and now I understood what had Rulo irritated. The corridor was narrow, and only about five feet high. Whatever race had built this place was small in stature.

“I think I should wait with Suma, boss,” Slate said, starting to turn around. I grabbed him and pushed him forward.

“I don’t think so. You’re with us. If Rulo can fit, then you definitely can,” I told him, and he grunted as he turned sideways to allow the walls to accommodate his proportions, which was hard when he was ducking low to avoid hitting his head.

Rulo laughed as Slate did just that, and I cringed at the solid thump noise his forehead made against a cross beam on the ceiling. I narrowly avoided hitting it too, and that made Rulo laugh again.

“It’s so funny, isn’t it?” Slate asked, rubbing his head.

“It would be funnier if I hadn’t hit my own head about five times,” she admitted. “This won’t take so long now that I know where I’m going.” The hall ended, and we had to choose left, right, or straight. I noticed a scratch in the stone wall. “I marked them. That’s what took me so long. The entire inside of this pyramid is a maze, a labyrinth of tiny halls. Whoever made this place was demented, or they had a really sick sense of humor.”

I noticed now that the pitch of the floor was rising and falling, meaning there were probably corridors above and below us, making for a convoluted 3D maze within the ruins. We followed Rulo’s markings, and it still took us almost an hour to navigate into the central room where she’d turned off the barrier.

We entered the open space, Slate pouring into it and stretching his arms out. We all did, my spine cracking as I stood up straight. The walls were lined with technology, electronics softly beeping, and dim lights triggered as we entered.

“Pretty fancy for a place that looks straight out of an ancient civilizations textbook,” Slate said, and I agreed with him.

“Why build rock buildings when you have this?” Rulo asked.

“Maybe they did this with the help of Origin?” I offered.

Slate tapped his chin like a professor contemplating a serious problem. “Almost makes sense. Couple holes in the theory, though. Why would Origin help them if they stole it? And why would Origin help set a trap?”

“I don’t know. Maybe the secrets lie inside this building.” I noticed the frayed wires in the center of the room; the computer screen was flashing. “Your work, Rulo?”

She smiled. “I didn’t have any other way to shut it down. Kind of the only option.”

Origin had to be nearby. W had interpreted a reading from this area, unless that was part of the trap. I began sorting through cabinets, and Slate attempted to access the computer files. He keyed something into the console, tapped a screen, then proceeded to get an energy burst attacking him from the wall of computers. Slate fell to the floor, his hair standing on edge.

“Oh, and don’t touch the computers,” Rulo said, receiving a glare from me. “What? It’s only a little buzz.”

I helped my friend up, and he dusted his pants off. “I’m fine, boss. It more surprised me than anything. Thanks for the heads up, Rulo. It seems whoever left this doesn’t want anyone messing with it.”

I took a moment and scanned the room, trying to decipher the puzzle. If Origin was inside this room, where could he be? “The power source. Origin has to be powering this place. Do any of these consoles have wiring?” We started searching for hardwired components, and just when I’d begun to assume the entire place was wireless, we found a line running from the left corner of the room into the center console that Rulo had destroyed.

“It’s in here. It has to be,” I said, stepping to the square system. It was the size of a fridge, and the one screen Rulo had damaged sat at chest level. I crouched behind it and noticed a seam. “Rulo, can I have your knife?”

It flashed out, and the hilt stretched out for me to grab a second later. I used the sharp edge to pry the metal backing off the unit, and there it was: a sphere the size of a volleyball. It hummed as tiny pinprick lights flickered on the exterior.

“Origin,” I said, and I swore the lights flashed faster in response.

“You did it, boss. Let’s get out of here. If we have to carry Dubs back, this is going to be a long enough night,” Slate said, and headed for the exit.

We spent the next hour crammed into the narrow corridors, but eventually broke free and outside the structure. The world felt so open as we walked into the night air, and I took a deep breath, feeling like it was my first inhale in ages.

I clutched Origin in my hands, and so far, it hadn’t done anything but hum with energy. The lights had dimmed, possibly conserving its energy. We ran to the stairs, and Suma met us halfway, immediately glancing to Origin in the dark night.

“You found it!” she shouted as she ran down the rest of the stairs to get a closer look. “This is what started the entire robot community? How is that possible? It’s so… small and round.”

Origin lifted from my grip and rose into the air, tiny thrusters sending it upwards. It hovered toward the top of the stairs, and we chased after it. Origin was our ticket out of here and through the portal. Without it, we were stranded, and I didn’t want to have to find another way to get J-NAK to help us.

It stopped above the deactivated form of W, our pilot android, and a glow emerged from underneath Origin, shooting into Dubs. He sat up straight, his eyes red once again. “Greetings. I am Origin,” W said in an unfamiliar voice. “Who are you?”

The others paused, each looking to me to answer the spherical robot speaking through our pilot. “I’m Dean Parker, and we’re here to take you back to your city.” I didn’t want to elaborate until the robot replied.

“I’ve been helpless here for far too long. You’ve freed me,” it said through W.

“You were stuck in that box?” Slate asked.

“I have been forced to power this temple’s system for centuries.”

“Who stole you?”

“They were a stocky carbon-based creature. Good with their hands, but not so great with their minds. They seized me to power their planned colony, but they couldn’t survive here. They died out after a few generations,” Origin told us. “They created a barrier at the pole, one that wouldn’t allow my creations to cross the threshold. I suspect the blockade is no longer functioning.”

That would explain how we were able to get through it with our ship, and why W didn’t falter upon our arrival at the pole. There had to be more to the story, but at that point, I really didn’t care. I only wanted to get back to J-NAK with their leader in hand. “Will you return with us?” I asked.

“Let us proceed,” Origin said through W, and our android began to walk down the steps, his eyes still red, implying he was under the small hovering sphere’s control. Origin floated above him, and soon we were all walking back toward our ship, a few kilometers away.

____________

“You have done well.” J-NAK reached for Origin, lights blinking quickly across its body as it picked up the smaller spherical robot. We’d made the lengthy trek to the lander in the dark. It was twelve hours after we’d first left J-NAK’s city with the lander, and we were all tired, each of us grouchy and short-tempered.

Origin wasn’t much to look at, yet it had arrived on this world and created everything we saw. Thousands of miles of robot cityscape, all started by the round energy-drained robot cradled in J-NAK’s grip.

“You’ve found a way for us to leave safely?” I asked it, and J-NAK began to walk away from us. I chased after it and jumped in front of the robot, happy to see it actually stopped instead of bowling me over.

“I have. Proceed to the box we arrived in. It will lift you back.” J-NAK opened a compartment on its side and pulled a device out. It was crudely finished and consisted of a panel, clear wiring soldered between conductors. On one side, there was a smooth, clear screen. I had no idea what I was looking at.

“What do we do with this?” I asked.

“Trigger it, set it on the table controlling your portal, and choose the symbol on this screen, not on the portal’s. It will relay the correct information, and you will get to your destination safely. It is a Portal Modifier.” J-NAK stepped around me and carried itself forward on its four legs, faster than I’d seen it move yet.

“Thank you for your assistance, Dean Parker… and others,” Origin said from Dubs’ speakers. The same light lifted from our robot, entering the sphere again. W continued to stand, though his eyes faded back to green.

“W, that you?” I asked the android, and his head turned to meet my gaze.

“It is I, Captain.”

“Are you okay? Functional?” Suma asked him.

“I am operational,” W said, not expanding on it.

Dozens of robots emerged from the shadows, and before I knew it, hundreds of hovering drones, scuttling dog-sized robots, and countless other mechanical shapes were following J-NAK as it transported Origin somewhere.

I didn’t intend to stick around to find out what happened next.

“You got that, Suma?” I asked my Shimmali friend, and she grabbed the panel.

“Got it,” she said, heading to Slate’s side.

We made the quick trek to the elevator box, and W stopped short, turning back towards the manufacturing plant.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“Nothing. I only wonder what it’s like to be part of a collective rather than being a solitary programmed positronic brain. I had a taste of it for the last few hours, and it was intriguing. Do you ever wonder the same thing?” Dubs’ voice carried a wistful tone that caught me off-guard.

The entire idea of being connected to thousands of other minds horrified me, but I did understand where W was coming from. Here he saw interconnected robots, each operating solo, but also part of something larger. I hated the idea, but I thought it should be offered. “W, would you like to stay here?”

He stared off into the distance as the others entered the dark cube, waiting for us quietly. They were all exhausted, and I didn’t blame them for shutting down right now. We were almost at our end on this world, hopefully.

“No, Captain. I have work to do. We must rescue Magnus and Natalia, as well as the children and the Keppe crew. It would be remiss of me to consider staying,” W said.

“If you’re sure. I’m happy to have you with us, W. You’re part of our collective,” I said, and he turned to me, giving me a slight nod before stepping past me and into the cube.

“J-NAK gave me the symbol for their world. I could always return, if someone brought me. Would you bring me if I later decide to be part of all this?” W asked.

“It would be my pleasure,” I answered.

“Can we leave now?” Rulo growled.

“Yes.” I rejoined them, and the cube once again moved without sensation. It wasn’t long before the door opened to reveal the portal room high above the city.

Suma was the first out, and almost ran to the portal table. “Karo!” she exclaimed, waking the dozing Theos. He rubbed his eyes and stood, towering over Suma.

“Hello, Suma. I take it you accomplished your task?” he asked.

“Did you ever doubt us?” Slate asked with a grin on his face.

“No, Slate, I did not.” He clapped Slate on the shoulder, and I watched the Theos closely, noticing he seemed relaxed and happier.

“Everything go okay up here?” I asked him, and he nodded.

“These robots know their way around… everything, it seems.” Karo turned to the table, and watched as Suma set down the Modifier J-NAK had given us.

“What’s going on outside, boss?” Slate pressed against the far wall, staring toward the city below. Lights began turning on all around the region; buildings moved, as if extensions of a larger robot. Hundreds of drones took to the sky, buzzing past our portal room.

“I think Origin has been initiated. We better leave, Suma. Can you get this working?” I was nervous, and I didn’t know why. It was almost as if an energy was cascading in waves through the city, the continent now, and I didn’t want to be here when it coalesced.

“I’m on it.” Suma pressed the panel device, and the stone powered up, glowing brightly along with the symbols on the clear walls. They burned bright blue, moving around like a screensaver on my old work computer, long before the Event.

“I’ll choose the symbol for Oliter, and…” Suma started, and I peeked over her shoulder, making sure it was the right one. She didn’t even question the double check, and when I gave her a nod, she readied herself. “Everyone good?”

“We’re good,” Rulo said, and the others stood in a circle around the portal stone. The device was meant to correct any “crossed wires” the stones were sending between the portal stone’s destination and the symbol for that world. We could only hope J-NAK knew what he was doing, but we had no choice. Even if we asked them to build us a vessel to fly out of here, we didn’t know where we were or how long it would take to go home. This was our only shot.

“Please work,” I whispered as Suma tapped the icon and everything went white.


Ten

We arrived inside the Keppe portal room, my heart pounding so quickly, I had to lean against the table. I’d half expected to wake in space, being sent into the expanse by the erratic stones.

Rulo grinned, obviously thrilled to be on her home planet. “What are you waiting for? I need something to eat,” she said, and Slate ran after her.

“Come on, Karo. It’s been a long day. Let’s see what we can find out about Magnus and get some rest,” I said, patting the big Theos on the back. Suma rushed ahead, and soon we were walking up white marble stairs into the main level of Lord Crul’s mansion.

It looked much the same as it had when we’d arrived from our time on Sterona. Keppe people walked by us in their bland robes, a few greeting Rulo. She looked so different from them, wearing a white Gatekeeper suit and a broad smile. I could see why Magnus had been looking forward to three years among the Keppe crew. They could be fun to be around, and were a strong, loyal race.

A thin, bent-over Keppe man approached and whispered something to Rulo, too quiet for any of us to hear. He glanced at our group, disdain evident on his wrinkled face.

“Lord Crul wants to see us. Now.” Rulo’s posture stiffened, and she took the lead, walking with purpose and pride toward her leader’s quarters. Instead of the study where I’d spoken to Crul in the middle of the night so long ago, we went to a larger space, more suitable for our entire group. Inside were refreshments, many familiar from our stint aboard Starbound. I saw a pink beverage on the table; Mary’s favorite, and it made me miss her.

I had to get it together. It had only been a day, and who knew how long we were going to be gone? At the rate this mission had started, it was anyone’s guess.

A chair swivelled to reveal a dark gray Keppe: Lord Eran Crul. His eyes danced as he met my gaze, and he motioned for us to sit. “Have a seat.” His words translated, and we each relaxed on the soft seats. It was an informal room, a few pieces of muted art on the walls, all enhanced by soft yellow lighting. Slate moved a pillow from behind him and held it in his lap, hugging it close until he noticed me watching him. He set the cushion to one side and cleared his throat.

“Lord Crul,” I said, breaking the silence, “thank you for meeting with us. What can you tell us about Magnus’ disappearance?”

Crul drank from his cup and frowned. “First off, five hundred of my good people are missing alongside your friend and his family. This is not just a rescue mission of Magnus and Natalia. You’ll do well to remember that.” He flicked his stare to Rulo, who nodded and lowered her eyes.

I noticed W loitering at the doorway, and I waved him over to stand next to my chair. I wanted him to be watching and remembering every detail.

“We know that, Lord Crul. We’ll hopefully be returning with the crew and ship intact, if at all possible. What can you tell us?” I asked again, noticing how zero details had emerged so far.

The door opened to reveal a familiar face. She walked by me and lightly clapped my arm with her hand.

“Kimtra, it’s nice to see you again,” I told the Keppe woman. She’d been an integral part of finding Polvertan and getting to Fontem’s collection. She still had screens and electronics strapped to her arms.

“I wish it were under better circumstances. We can all catch up once our people are found. Here’s what we know.” She clicked a hand-held device, and an image appeared on the white wall. It showed Magnus’ ship. “This is Fortune, the exploratory vessel Magnus is captaining.” The 3D image rotated, showing a long, bulbous ship shaped like a peanut. “It holds over a thousand at max occupancy, but for the sake of the exploration mission, we didn’t need a full militia crew.”

“That may have been short-sighted on our behalf. It is standard procedure, but given the extreme nature of their mission, we should have sent him more prepared.” Lord Crul tapped the arm of his chair as he spoke, a clear sign he was agitated.

“What the hell do you mean, ‘extreme nature’?” My own agitation was increasing with each passing second.

Crul looked over to Kimtra, who answered for her leader. “They were heading to an unknown part of the galaxy. Uncharted, if you will.”

“What did you hope to find?” I asked, trying to keep my anger in check. It wasn’t going to do any good to be hot-headed. I needed to be on the same page as the Keppe to get Magnus and Nat back in one piece.

“Dean, we’re tired of war, as I know you are. You’re building something new with your Alliance…”

I cut Crul off. “Our Alliance. Remember, the Keppe were there on the ground level by our side.”

Crul kept going. “As were the Shimmal” – he glanced at Suma – “and the Bhlat.” He almost spat out their name. “We want to discover new worlds beyond our previous reach, don’t you understand that?”

I did and told him as much. “That’s why we have the Gatekeepers, Lord Crul. Rulo is part of us, and we can explore as much as we need to…”

“Only with the help of the portal stones, which, from what I’ve been told, aren’t going to be around forever,” Lord Crul said, and I noticed his gaze darting to where Karo sat, before coming to focus on me.

Crul was informed; I had to give the old Keppe that. I felt like everything was being delayed, and I wanted to go over to Crul and squeeze the details from his mind. “Continue, please,” I said through clenched teeth.

He motioned to Kimtra, who tapped her device again, and the image changed to a star map. “Magnus’ crew sent us daily updates. Once they were past what we’d call ‘charted space,’ the messages came more infrequently, and we weren’t sure our communication was even getting relayed to them. It didn’t surprise us at all, seeing how we’d never been there, and they were reporting irregularities.”

“What type of irregularities?” Suma interjected.

“A few minor things, but enough that they were adding up.” Kimtra sped along the line of Fortune’s trajectory, and eventually, it stopped moving; a red light blinked near a planet. “This is where our mapping ended, but we did receive a few more sporadic transmissions, spread out until almost a month ago.”

A month. That was about the right timing as when I’d last spoken to Magnus. He hadn’t mentioned anything out of the ordinary.

“And what did you learn from those transmissions?” Karo asked, finally engaged in the conversation. He was leaning forward, his white hair contrasting against his black uniform.

Kimtra stared at the Theos for a moment, probably unsure what he was, and answered him. “They found a system without a star. Four planets were orbiting something, but the star that had to have been there was…”

“Vanished?” I said out loud, even though I hadn’t meant to.

“That’s right. We didn’t hear from them again,” Crul said. “We don’t have the exact location of this system, because the map ends here.” He motioned to the planet where the red light blinked on the 3D map.

“Why have you waited to do anything about it?” I asked.

“Look, Parker, we have a lot going on. Billions of people, colonies, at least a dozen exploration vessels scouring the universe in search of answers and undiscovered life. We hoped they would resurface and everyone would go on, happy and healthy.”

“But they haven’t.” I put my hands behind my head and flopped on the chair, letting out stale air from my lungs.

“But they haven’t,” Crul reiterated.

“How quickly can we make it there?” I asked point-blank.

“They took a roundabout way to arrive at that point.” Kimtra showed us on the map. “If you cut this way, avoiding system 8X36, you can get there in twelve months.”

I stood up. A cushion flew to the side, knocking my drink over. “Twelve months! We can’t wait twelve months. There has to be another way!” My head was reeling, thinking of a way, a portal, a wormhole, anything that would allow us fast access to Magnus’ last known location.

Suma raised her hand, her snout flipping back and forth. “Dean. I know of a portal closer to there, but the people are… a little odd. At least, that’s what my research tells me.”

I didn’t like the sounds of that. “How close?” I asked, knowing she’d understand what I meant.

“Two months with our standard hyperdrive. The world is the farthest portal world on record in that vicinity. It’s listed as the edge of the universe in the study material,” Suma said.

“The edge of the universe.” Karo’s eyes were alive as he spoke. “Dean, what other choice do we have?”

“None, it appears. Tell us what you know about these people on the other end of the portal,” I urged Suma, not excited to again venture through the stones so quickly after they’d failed us. I only hoped the device J-NAK gave us would continue to work.

Suma stood and began telling the room everything she knew about the race nicknamed the Traders.

____________

Someone knocked on my door, and even though I was running on fumes, I wasn’t sleeping quite yet. My thoughts were drifting over the day’s events and where tomorrow would take us. At least we were one step closer to discovering where Magnus and Natalia were, and that kept me going.

I was in the same room Mary and I had shared with our newborn Jules a couple of years ago while we waited to go home through the Keppe portal back to New Spero, and the late-night knock was oddly familiar.

Last time, it was Rulo, and as I opened the door after covering up with one of the beige robes everyone seemed to be wearing, I was startled to find Kimtra waiting there for me to answer.

“Kimtra, what is it?” I asked. One of the devices strapped to her arms translated quietly, and she pointed inside my room. After peeking my head out the doorway and scanning the residential halls to find them empty, I waved her in and turned on the light to a comfortable level.

She closed the door behind her, and I could instantly tell she was nervous, not her normal cool, calculated self.

“Dean, I’m worried about a few things,” she said, and I motioned for her to have a seat. The room was like a suite you’d find in an expensive hotel. The bed was in a separate room, then a comfortable living area with space to hold half a dozen guests. She perched on a couch, and I sat opposite her on a hard chair, leaning toward her instinctively.

“Tell me,” I urged her, anxious for what she had to divulge. I still hadn’t slept, and knew we were getting an early start tomorrow, but I’d rather have all the details I could than jump into something missing some pertinent facts.

“The portals are failing, as you’ve indicated. Perhaps Fortune’s disappearance is linked in some way?” She said it like a question, but I didn’t see how that was possible, and told her as much. “I’m not sure. If something that ancient isn’t functioning any longer, then what else out there could falter?”

She was the scientific and mathematical one, so her random speculation caught me off-guard. “Kimtra, you understand this stuff far better than I do. The stones are failing because of the Theos. From what we know about them, the Theos are inside, powering them. When they banished and destroyed the Iskios, isolating them on the crystal world, the Theos thought they were doing the universe a great favor.

“When the Iskios were gone, suddenly, there wasn’t room for the other end of the spectrum. Black holes and other dangerous phenomenon were popping up, and the only way to regain Balance was to make this ultimate sacrifice.”

“They put themselves into the stones, thus regaining the Balance again. Yes, Dean, we know this, but why are they leaving now?” Kimtra asked.

I’d thought a lot about this, and had lengthy discussions with Karo about the subject. “Karo thinks that because the Iskios are gone for good, thrown into another time and place by the Shifter, the Theos, even dead, need to disappear forever to restore universal Balance. They aren’t alive as you or I are, but they do possess an energy.”

“This must be hard on Karo,” she said, and I nodded. Few knew that he was the last remaining Theos alive, but a limited amount of Keppe had been told in secrecy.

“What else? There has to be more for you to look so worried,” I told Kimtra.

She ran a hand over her smooth dark head, her teal snake eyes staring at me. “There have been a few reports from other races over the last decade about the area Magnus went into.”

That had my interest piqued, and I cracked my fingers nervously. “What do you mean?”

“We aren’t the first vessel to attempt an exploratory mission into that galaxy. Actually, we’re the fifth in our records,” she said quietly.

My heart raced as I considered her statement. “So why is that important?”

“Only one of the other race’s vessels ever made it home.”

No wonder she was so worked up. I had a bad feeling they hadn’t told Magnus about this risk. “What, so you decided to use the human captain to do your dirty work, because who cares if Magnus and his wonderful family die in the name of science?” I was standing up, shouting the last bit.

Kimtra looked abashed and cowered in her seat. The Keppe were such a strong and proud race that the action was unexpected. “Dean, you have every right to be angry. I was fuming when I found out Crul changed their mission plan. I wanted to reach out to them, and even tried a month ago, right when the transmissions began failing,” she said.

“Convenient timing.” I believed her, but wanted to take my anger out on someone, and she was the only other person in the room. “What’s wrong with the system? Why’s everyone going missing?”

Kimtra met my gaze, her unblinking eyes staring hard into mine. “We don’t know. The ship that left claimed an energy abnormality, and they hightailed it away.”

“What about the story of the missing star? Do you buy it?” I asked.

“If a star went supernova, the planets wouldn’t have much chance of survival. Either way, the supernova went. But from what little we’ve pieced together, these worlds still exist. It doesn’t add up,” Kimtra said.

“But they don’t have any life on them, correct?” I asked, doubtful a planet with no star would survive very long.

“We can’t be certain. If a star vanishes, perhaps a world can survive for a brief time, depending on how advanced they are. We can only speculate.”

“And if you were to make a hypothesis?” I asked.

Kimtra shook her head. “I’d have to say that nothing lives in that solar system any longer.”

These details were only enough for me to know this much: Magnus had unknowingly traveled into a dangerous region, one that the Keppe knew to be risky. It was shaping up to be the Bermuda Triangle out in space, and I was going to be chasing him down and endangering my team at the same time.

I didn’t have a choice. We were going to find out what happened to Magnus and Fortune.

But I still sensed more. “What else?”

“The Traders. They’re unique. Be wary of them, Dean. Don’t make any deals you can’t accept, because even though they appear simple, they have more technology than any other race, including the rich and powerful Garo Alnod, and even the Bhlat. Do not underestimate the Traders,” she warned.

The cautioning words set off alarm bells. “What’s with everyone’s bargains? Magnus needed help to find Mary and me, and the Keppe made Magnus trade three years, and now he’s missing with his family. I land on a damned robot-run world and have to trade the return of their founder in order to leave. Whatever happened to good old-fashioned helping out a neighbor?” It used to be the same way on Earth, and I supposed it was going to be the same throughout this universe. Nothing came without a price, a cost, a deal.

“That’s the way of things, Dean. Don’t be naïve,” Kimtra said. I knew I’d come a long way since the Kraski cubes had lifted everyone away from Earth years ago. But deep down, I was still the same good old American boy who loved baseball and running his own accounting business.

Kimtra stood up, and I walked her out. “Thanks for telling me. I appreciate it.”

She turned and smiled. “Find them, but watch yourself. There’s something in that system that won’t want you to leave, whether it’s sentient or not.”

She started to walk away, and I had to ask, “What happened with you and Admiral Yope?”

“Too many secrets, Dean. Too many secrets,” she said, and kept walking.


Eleven

“How’d everyone sleep?” I asked as we got together in a common room, cordoned off for our use.

Slate was the first to answer, in the midst of doing a set of push-ups. The guy was always working out and making me think I should be too. “Like a baby, after a day playing with blocks and bouncing in one of those chair thingies.”

“I think you spent too much time babysitting Jules, buddy.” I was glad to see my friend cracking jokes. I needed him to be focused and diligent as always, and he performed best when he was happy.

“Karo?” I asked the tall gray-skinned Theos.

“I slept a little, Dean. How about you? You look like you’ve been up all night,” Karo said, and he was right.

“I got a couple of hours,” I lied. After Kimtra left, I’d typed a note to Mary that went on for longer than I’d anticipated, filling her in on every detail I had. I used a code that only she had the key for, so no one would be able to intercept and decipher the message. Mary was going to be angry with the Keppe too, but I’d asked her to keep it in her pocket for the time being.

Then I’d used the Keppe relay system to send the message to her. It would take a day or so to arrive on New Spero, where she was with Jules and Maggie. By then, I hoped to be on a ship heading away from the Traders’ world.

“Sure. Suma?” Karo asked the young Shimmali woman. She appeared animated, and I noticed a pot of Keppe-style coffee.

“I’ve been up for an hour, and I’ve been drinking this… stuff. Dean, you want a cup?” she asked, and I nodded, happy for something to stimulate my brain and make my body feel energetic, even if it was a mask.

W stood at a console, typing away, and I didn’t bother asking what he was doing. Rulo wasn’t there, and she was the last of our group to arrive. The portal stone was beneath the building, and we all wanted to get suited up and transport to our next stop, before starting the real search for Fortune.

The hot drink was slightly bitter, but strong on the tongue, and I sipped at it while eating some Keppe fruit. The world was beyond hot, like Arizona in the middle of summer, all the time. The food they grew outside was hearty and resilient. Everything had a thick protective peel or casing on it, but once you got to the sweet meat within, it was delectable.

I hadn’t told the others the news Kimtra had dropped on me a few hours ago, and wouldn’t until we were at least gone from Oliter. There were too many hotheads here, and I didn’t want this mission blowing up before it began. I already felt like the entire trip was taking far too long, and we were only beginning.

Rulo came from the far end of the hall, with three Keppe trailing behind her. She looked every bit the warrior she was at that moment: armored suit over her large build, her black skin gleaming, her eyes colorful and attentive. For someone so bulky, she moved with a grace that betrayed her size, and I was glad to have her on our team as well as part of our recently expanded Gatekeepers.

The Keppe behind her dropped three packs to the floor with a clunk, and I recalled how much gear Hectal had brought to the tropical island where we found Polvertan. If there was one thing about the Keppe, they were always prepared for whatever came their way. That was why it was a little disconcerting to know they’d purposely sent Magnus and the others head-first into danger.

I peered over to Slate, who rolled his eyes. “Maybe we should find Hectal. I don’t want to carry all of that.”

“We’ll assist you, Slate,” Karo said.

W walked over to Rulo’s side and reached for a pack handle, easily lifting it in the air. “Captain, I am able to carry these if you so please.”

I grinned at Slate, and he laughed in return. “Good call on bringing the robot, boss. Finally, I can save myself some pain.”

Rulo glanced over at me, holding my gaze for a second before gesturing to the rest of the group. “The portals await us. Let’s get on with this,” she said, and we followed her through the white marble halls, down the stairs, past the guards, and into the portal room.

Suma held up the device J-NAK had created for us. “Are we going to use this?”

Karo knelt at the glowing stone, and when he touched it, the crystal dimmed and pulsed faintly. “I suggest we do. I’m not sure how long they’ll be around.” Karo didn’t have to tell us who they were.

Suma lowered the panel, activated the table and screen, and together we searched for the icon Suma knew to belong to the Traders world. They were actually named something else, but from what Suma understood, everyone called them some version of the word, and never their race’s real name. It was simple enough for me.

Their symbol found, we switched to the Modifier, matching the icon.

Our mixed group stood around the portal stone and table, wearing our EVA suits, weapons quickly in hand, with enough supplies for three months. I really hoped it would be less time, but one thing I’d learned was that things rarely worked out like you wanted them to.

Suma waited for me to do the honors, and I tapped the icon, silently urging the stone to bring us where we needed to go. When the light lowered again, dozens of creatures hurried into the strange new portal room.

I jumped away, and so did Suma, leaving Rulo and Slate to step forward, each of them raising their guns. “Stop where you are!” Slate shouted, and we didn’t know if the locals understood him or not. They held firm, and I got a good look at them.

Junk was everywhere. Metal bits stuck to their clothing; the walls of the room were covered in welded cast-off material, forming into the symbols and hieroglyphs like every other portal room. They were oddly humanoid: short, stocky, and pale with bulbous noses, like gnomes who had a penchant for too much ale. Every one of them wore outfits comprised of miscellaneous garbage, but when I looked closer, I saw steel in their gazes. These weren’t seven simple little dwarfs, they were hard negotiating Traders, and each of them also had an assortment of jumbled weaponry on their bodies.

“What do we have here?” one of them asked, a woman if I was judging her right. Her hair stuck out of her makeshift helmet, dirty blonde like a scarecrow made of hay after a windstorm.

“You speak English?” I asked, taking the lead.

“We’re Traders, human. Do you think we wouldn’t have the language modifications imbedded into us?” she asked, her voice as gnarled as an old tree root. She let out a series of other words, some I recognized as Mandarin and Spanish. Those modifiers were quite impressive.

“That makes sense,” I said, somewhat startled that this rag-tag group of beings would have the finances to configure the modifications. I’d investigated the surgery, and it didn’t come cheap. It was usually left for the patrons of places like Bazarn Five, the wealthiest of the universe. Perhaps these Traders, despite appearances, were among them. “We’ve come to ask for your help. May we speak with someone in charge?”

The woman was obviously annoyed. “What makes you think I’m not in charge, human?” The Traders around her chuckled, their metal jangling around as their chests heaved. Their laughter was not appealing.

“If you are, then I’d like to speak to you,” I suggested. Suma was close beside me, watching them all with interest. We formed a line now on one side of the portal table, the Traders on the other. Rulo and Slate flanked our group, and their weapons were raised. None of the Traders had reached for guns, but I knew better. They had some defense mechanisms on their side; otherwise, they wouldn’t be so calm and casual with our arrival. “Guys, let’s lower our weapons.” I said the order from the corner of my mouth, and Slate did as I asked, followed by Rulo a good two seconds later.

“I guess I know which one of you is in charge. What an interesting group to be traveling together.” The woman stepped closer and gazed down the line, from Slate, to Dubs the android, to Suma, whose snout was raised behind her helmet’s shield. She skipped over me and stopped on Karo. “Now what in the wise universe is this beautiful creature?”

I quickly responded before anyone else could. “He’s Tralfamadorian from far away. You wouldn’t know them,” I said, using the alien name from Vonnegut’s most famous book.

She must have believed me because she didn’t question it. “And a Keppe warrior, complete with a scar on her face. How original,” the Trader said with amusement. I’d been there the day Rulo got the injury while we were rescuing Slate on Sterona. None of us would ever forget that time, especially Rulo, who was reminded each time she saw her reflection. She claimed it did nothing to hinder her beauty, and I suspected few would argue the point.

“Come. If you seek help, you must have great items for trade.” She waved us forward, and Slate tugged my arm, taking the lead. The other Traders formed two lines, creating a walkway to the exit of the room. They jumped frantically, junk clattering on their bodies as they did what could only be described as a jig. It was an unsettling bunch. I’d been around a lot of menacing aliens, but seeing a group of gnomes with garbage strapped to their backs had to win the prize for most unique.

Once through the doorway, I found myself in a tunnel. Lights sat in random spots on the floor, and on the walls of garbage. It was literally a corridor built out of discarded trash, mostly mechanical pieces from God knows what. It was like the world’s worst hoarder’s house, and we were walking through the only open spot to exit outside. The ceiling was short, since the Traders didn’t reach over five feet. One of them had a hat with six propelling fan blades on it, and the odd time, one of the blades struck a jutting piece of debris.

“This is terrible,” Slate said to me as he ducked low to avoid hitting his head. He was about a foot and a half too big for the corridor. I felt even sorrier for Karo and Rulo, who were bent so far over, I could almost feel their discomfort. The tunnels had multiple openings. Every now and then, we’d veer off the main direction and enter a separate corridor, each as claustrophobic as the previous.

“Hurry,” the woman Trader said, leading us through the maze and, finally, past a doorway and into an open space.

“I never thought I’d see the sky again,” Slate said, loudly enough for everyone to hear.

“It’s been ten minutes,” Suma rebuked.

“Easy for you to say. You’re as short as the tinheads here,” Slate said, and I cuffed him on the arm in warning.

“Don’t insult them. We need their help,” I whispered, and he shrugged in apology.

We were in a courtyard of some sort, hills of garbage piled high around us. It was as if the entire world was a dump. I was grateful for the EVA suit and the fact that I could breathe recycled air instead of the waste around us. A dark red star beat toward us, large in the sky, and my suit beeped as it accommodated the heat with some cool air.

“Can we talk now?” I asked the Trader. She was alone in the courtyard, but as I looked toward her, I saw the minute robotic sentries placed around the yard. Red lights blinked from all around us, and I expected there were at least two dozen weapons aimed directly at us, some of the others likely oblivious to the threat. I could tell Slate and Rulo weren’t among those as their heads surveyed the hills, and they gripped weapons of their own at their sides.

“We don’t talk here. Don’t you know anything of us, human?” she asked, again laughing, metal flaps on her pants clinking like air vents on the fritz.

“Then…” I didn’t have a chance to finish my question as a ship lowered from out of nowhere to land on the compact dirt ground. It was the polar opposite of everything else we’d seen in our short tenure on the planet. Where the locals were short and cluttered, this ship was smooth, elongated, and pristine. It didn’t fit.

“Welcome to the Marketplace. You may call me Broker,” she said as a ramp lowered to the ground with a soft touch. Lights lined the incline, guiding us into the sleek ship. It was about forty feet long, half the length of the courtyard.

“We need to procure one of these,” Suma said to me as we entered the vessel. It was state-of-the-art. Even the flooring seemed expensive, and inside Broker’s vessel, there was none of the garbage we’d seen all around us out there.

“You can have it,” Broker said. “It would only cost you around a million credits.”

Slate coughed at the amount, and I didn’t blame him. We were getting three hover trains on New Spero for less.

We followed Broker past various other Traders, these ones wearing the same clothing as she, and she led us to a passenger seating area on the vessel. I stood at the window, staring out at miles and miles of debris. It seemed I wasn’t far off my assumption that the planet was a dump.

“Relax here. We’ll be at our destination soon,” the gnarled voice said, and she turned to walk away.

“Broker, we don’t have a lot of time. We’d like to start talking now,” I called to her.

She didn’t stop walking. “In due time.” The door shut behind her, and I assumed it locked simultaneously.

“This was unexpected.” I really hadn’t known what we’d find on their world, nor had Suma’s brief studying of them told us enough.

“They’re going to be tough negotiators, Dean. Stand your ground. Don’t give away anything you can’t afford to lose,” Suma cautioned.

“Boss, what do we even have to trade?” Slate looked at the bags W let settle to the ship’s floor.

“Captain, I haven’t checked inside yet. Would you like me to catalog the supplies for you?” Dubs asked.

“Sure, let’s have a peek,” I said.

Rulo sat, setting her minigun across her lap, and she watched as we opened the first pack the Keppe had provided us. It was stuffed full of food packets, some dehydrated, others fresh. Cases of water lined the bottom.

“Anyone mind if I grab that brown package there?” Slate asked, and I quickly shut the pack before he could snatch it.

I tapped my face shield and laughed at him. “You do remember this is on, right?”

“Of course. I was going to save it for later, that’s all. What else do we have?” He changed the subject.

Suma opened the next pack. “This one’s nothing but weapons. W, you might want to be careful with it.”

There was a blue energy field around the various guns and ammunition inside the pack. “Good thing it has a built-in shield. Rulo, can you warn us next time that we’re hauling around enough punch to destroy a small city?”

She leaned forward. “You have enough ammunition to decimate a small planet in there.”

Slate was reaching toward it, and once again, he was cut off by Suma’s quick reflexes. “You guys are no fun,” he said, moving for the third bag. Survival gear packed the bag to the brim: tents, fire-starting supplies, spare oxygen tanks, face masks, first aid, and anything else we could possibly need, except something to trade for a ship.

“Why hadn’t I thought of this?” I asked, cradling my helmet between my gloved hands.

Rulo spoke, her words translating for me. “Because you don’t need to. That’s what being a part of a team is.” She pulled a datastick from a tight pocket on her armored suit.

“What’s that?” Suma asked.

“Something they’re going to want,” Rulo said.

“Information?” Karo asked.

“If there’s one thing they desire, it’s more stuff. One of our vessels stumbled across a special location on a mission. It appears there was a massive battle there, and they found over two hundred derelict ships in the system. Some were partially intact, but the exploration ship didn’t have the means to salvage anything. Plus, that’s not really our way. We saved it for just such an occasion,” Rulo answered.

I was genuinely astonished. “That’s perfect. What if they need proof it’s there?”

“Footage included. Broker will be drooling by the time you show her this. Don’t get settled in. We won’t be here long,” Rulo said.


Twelve

I paced around the circular room, walking the perimeter for the tenth time. Floor-to-ceiling windows stretched around the entire floor, giving me a view of their planet below. It was strange seeing it from this vantage point. I stared to the ground a couple hundred yards beneath us, where the garbage stopped in a perfectly straight line. Beyond it was fresh green grass, and an enormous body of water. I spotted at least a hundred of the Traders walking amidst the field, some playing at the beach.

They didn’t appear to be wearing metal suits made of refuse there, and I wondered what they thought of their neighbors over the fence. Maybe the junk-covered clothing was only their work uniform, and the others were spending time with their families after hours. Judging by how our negotiation was going, Broker wasn’t going to fill me in on the details.

Rulo was playing the hard-nosed one, while Suma was hinting at the great power of the Gatekeepers becoming allies of the Traders. Evidently, they’d already been tipped off about the location of the long-ago battle and were heading there as we spoke.

I wasn’t buying it. The datastick was in Rulo’s pocket, and I’d noticed Broker’s gaze wandering to it at least half a dozen times in the last three hours. She wanted that information, but they were proving to have more guile than I anticipated.

“It isn’t going to work.” Broker was at one end of a long table, Rulo and Suma at the other. It was another tactic. Broker’s side stood two feet taller, and she had to look down on them, like a judge in court. It was all over the top, and I was getting tired of the charade.

I crossed the room and stood beside the table. Slate and Karo watched with interest from their seats overlooking the sea below.

“We need a ship. A fast one. According to you, you have dozens of such ships for sale. Make an offer. If you really don’t want this datastick, tell us what you want. We can deliver it for you. I’ll sign a contract. I’ll get the Empress of the Bhlat to hand deliver it to you, if that’s what it takes!” I shouted, banging my hand on the tabletop.

Broker’s pale gray eyes widened, and she forced a smile, showing crooked yellow teeth. “That won’t be necessary. I’d bargain, only you don’t have anything I need.”

I sighed out, and it hit me. I did have something: the Inlorian bars that Sergo had stolen. In all the action of the past few days, they had totally slipped my mind. I had ten of them in the rear compartment of the EVA I was wearing.

I closed my eyes for a second, opening them before raising a hand to silence Broker’s rambling. “What do you know of the Inlor?” I asked, and she instantly stopped speaking.

“Very little. There isn’t much to know.” Broker was leaning toward me, and I could almost see the drool forming in the corners of her mouth.

“Interesting. I’m friends with them now. They’re joining our Alliance of Worlds. Signed up a few days ago.” I turned, glancing at Suma, who was looking at me inquisitively.

“Is that so?” Broker asked. “What of it?”

“Have you heard of an Inlorian bar? It’s a dark blue metallic block being processed on their home world. They stumbled on it, and apparently, it’s become quite the hot commodity.” I left the bait and spun slowly back to her.

“What are you saying, human? You know where to find one of these?” Broker asked.

“I heard they’re going for… what… five hundred a pop?”

She appeared visibly shaken at the number, her greed nearly oozing from her pale skin. “I doubt they would go for any more than two hundred,” she said, trying to deflate the value in case I actually did hold on to one of them. It was a solid effort on her part. Negotiating was second nature to her, but I thought myself well-trained over the last few years.

“Whatever you say, Broker. You’d know better than me. What if I told you I had one on me right now?” I asked her.

“I’d say you were a liar.” The answer came out quickly, and with a sharp tongue.

I leaned in to Suma and asked her to open my pocket and pull one out. We were far enough away that Broker could do nothing but lean toward us, trying to hear the faint words. Suma did so quickly, her own black eyes wide as she passed it to me, doing up the pocket where Broker would have seen another nine lined up.

I held it in my palm. The dark blue bar didn’t look like a lot, and it was lightweight in my hand. The Trader was pressed so far forward, I thought she might topple over the table.

“It has to be a fake,” she said.

“Why? You know nothing of us, yet here I am with an Inlorian bar, ready to bargain with you. Now, how about we see the hangar with our options?” I watched her face change from anger to excitement, and then to resignation. I instantly knew she was going to make the deal, even if she didn’t want to cave on value. She didn’t own any of the metal being sought after for weapons charges, and I expected she’d be able to procure even more than the going market value to a desperate buyer, if she didn’t keep it for herself.

“Fine. This way,” she said. With a wave of her hand, a yellow-framed doorway appeared a short distance from our group. I could see space ships on the other side of the door when I peered through the energy border.

“What is that?” I asked. It was obviously some portal or gateway, but it was unlike any I’d ever seen.

“Trader secret. Come on. I have other deals to make after this one,” she said stubbornly. She walked through the glowing opening, and Slate, Karo, and Dubs trailed behind. Rulo went next, and Suma set a hand on my arm.

“Dean, I think we need to see what else they have to offer. I expect them to have a lot of… interesting tools to trade,” she said, looking at the doorway that had appeared in the air from nothing more than a wave of a hand.

“You’re right, Suma. If there’s one thing I learned from my dad while car shopping, it’s that you negotiate each deal separately. Let’s get the ship first, then see what’s next.” I let Suma take the lead and followed her out of the meeting room into a huge hangar. There were around twenty vessels in the large open-air room, in varying sizes and shapes.

“That’s a Padlog ship.” Slate pointed to a bug-shaped vessel.

A shiver trickled up my spine, ending at my neck as I saw the ship beside it. It was a white Kraski vessel. Slate must have seen it at the same moment, because his rifle aimed toward the ship in a flash.

“Don’t worry yourselves. There are no Kraski here. All of these ships belong to us, and they’ve been thoroughly scanned and sterilized,” Broker said. The way she said “sterilized” made me imagine they’d found a few unsavory things on board over the years.

The sky had a greenish tinge, and dark gray clouds rolled above, promising rain. The instinct to jump into a ship and race out toward Magnus’ last known location overcame me, and I didn’t want to see the rest of the vessels, even though Rulo was walking the line, knocking her knuckles against some of the hulls.

“We’ll take this one.” I pointed to the Kraski ship, mostly because we knew how to fly them, since all our own fleet was structured after the model.

“Are you sure, Dean? Maybe there’s something a little… more stylish?” Slate recommended.

“We know this one inside and out. Now’s not the time to be experimenting. Even at full speed, we’re going to be aboard for two months.” My team was huddled around me while Broker stood a ways away, pretending to not hear our private discussion.

“We’ll need more supplies,” Karo said. “I didn’t see any pizza inside the Keppe food pack.”

I couldn’t tell if he was kidding or not. “Broker, what’s the price?”

“You will give me the Inlorian bar, and I’ll take the datastick off your hands, even though we don’t need it,” she said, eying Rulo’s pocket.

I wasn’t going to call her on it. “Deal.” I passed the bar over to her and nodded to Rulo, who gave the gnome-like Trader the stick.

“Okay, next… We’re going to need a few things. Food, water, and,” I lowered my voice, “I want to see the hidden room where all the gadgets are held.”

Broker hefted the light bar in her palm, her smile oddly terrifying. “I may have some items of interest. Come.”

Twenty minutes later, and a quick trip through two more energy doorways, Suma and I entered a private chamber. Once again, I was amazed at how different it was from the rest of the trash-covered world. What we found was a collection that would make Sarlun jealous. On Shimmal, Mary and I had the pleasure of seeing his antiquities from around the universe. Items that had belonged to long-dead races lined his shelves, and that was where we’d first encountered the shadow that we were tricked to think was a Theos. Were we ever wrong.

“Dean?” Suma got my attention. I’d been staring toward the edge of the room with a blank look over my face.

“Yes. What do we have here, Broker?” Rulo had expressed concern in not bringing either her or Slate along for this final bargain, but I didn’t think it was necessary. These Traders were strange, but I didn’t particularly think Broker was dangerous. If she was, and she suspected I had more Inlorian bars on me, we’d probably all be dead already. It wasn’t a good way to keep up a reputation with future business partners.

“We have things from your wildest imagination. I don’t let just anyone in here, I’ll have you know,” she said, and I’d bet she was telling the truth. Broker grasped the blue metal bar, and her gaze kept drifting to it.

The walls were covered in hooks; devices of all sizes and natures hung behind energy barriers. They were all labeled in a language I couldn’t read. Suma was already walking along the perimeter of the room, stopping every now and then to take a closer look at something before moving on.

In the middle of the floor, five floating tables held more product under containment fields. This was the real showcase. I walked over to it, seeing a bunch of unfamiliar contraptions. “What do they do?” I asked.

“What do you need?” Broker countered, and she had a good point. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was looking for, but it would help to consider what we might end up needing.

Thinking of Fontem’s time-travel apparatus, I decided to ask, “Time travel?”

She looked me in the eyes and let out a shrill laugh. “If I knew I was dealing with a crazy person, I would have asked more for the ship. There are a lot of things in existence, but time travel is not one of them. Unless it’s naturally occurring in space, which we have no way of harnessing at this point.”

“How about cloaking?” Clare had made some serious contributions to hiding our ships and people, but some of the material was quite cumbersome.

“That we have.” Broker led us to the far corner and pointed at the shelf. “These are cloaking devices. The large one can be adapted onto your ship, but will only work for a limited time before needing to be charged. The same goes for the hand-held.” There were four of the more compact ones.

“How long to fit the ship with it?” I asked.

“Not long,” she answered.

“Get started,” I said, taking a leader’s tone. I was a wealthy tycoon on a shopping spree, and I wanted her to feel the pressure.

She hesitated before waving a yellow energy doorway open. Two male Traders entered, listening to her whispered orders, and they left moments later with the cloaking drive in hand. “It will be done.” Broker tapped some notes on a tablet, and I pointed to the portable cloaking units.

“Let’s take two of those too,” I added, and soon we had a small pile of tools in a hovering cart.

Broker was about to leave the room when I pointed to the doorway she’d created. “I want one of those too. The gateway magic.”

“You don’t have enough credits.” She was quick to assume.

“Source me one of those, show us how it works, and I’ll pay,” I said with an arrogant tone. She needed to think she was dealing with someone who wasn’t a pushover.

“It’ll be another two Inlorian bars.” I saw a sparkle in her rheumy eyes.

“For all of this,” I motioned to the cart, “the food, and the gateway maker, you’ll get three bars.” I stuck my hand out, and she eyed it suspiciously.

She shook my hand, setting the tablet down. “Deal.”


Thirteen

Two months. It was going to be another two months before we even made it to the system where Magnus had been lost. W was piloting the Kraski ship, and we’d been gone from the Traders’ world for half a day.

Rulo, Slate, and Suma were sleeping, and I found Karo in the kitchen. It was far different from the ones we’d modified in our new ship designs; these weren’t made to suit human needs. They didn’t suit Theos needs either, apparently, because Karo was struggling inside it.

“Nothing makes sense in here, Dean,” he said as he rummaged through the cupboards.

I sat in a chair by the table, staying out of his way. “What are you trying to make?”

His hair was pulled into a ponytail, like he always did when he was cooking food. On New Spero, Karo would cook Mary and me dinner once or twice a week, and we later learned he’d been taking cooking lessons from a celebrity chef from before the Event. The man had run a food empire, and it was humbling to know he now took time to teach an obviously alien man to prepare delectable meals.

“Not pizza, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Karo laughed, but I saw dough on the counter in front of him.

“I’ll have a slice of that not-pizza when it’s done,” I said, and he laughed again. “It’s good to see you like this. I know you’ve been having a hard time looking for your place in this new universe, Karo. You know we’re all here for you.”

“I know, Dean. Somehow being on board a ship, heading on a rescue mission, my own self-pity feels far down the list of real problems. Fortune has over five hundred souls on it that need help. Magnus and Natalia are also some of my closest friends.” Karo had spent a long time living with them.

“You miss them, don’t you?”

“I do. Three years is a long time, even though I haven’t known everyone long. Those children were little miracles. I wished I could have seen them grow up.” Karo was kneading the dough and staring at the wall.

“We’re going to find them, Karo. We never leave anyone behind.” I meant every word of it.

“I know. I’m grateful to be part of your team, Dean. We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?” he asked, his smile returning.

“We have. I don’t know what the future holds, but I see happy times ahead, contradictory to what we’ve been feeling about losing Magnus,” I said. I still hadn’t told the others about Kimtra’s warning, but I would, soon. They deserved the truth.

“I hope you’re right, friend. I truly do.” Karo kept kneading his dough, and we chatted for another hour while the food cooked in the complicated oven.

By the time it was all done, the others were up, rested after a busy couple of days, and we shared a meal together around the table. It was the best way we could kick off the two-month journey through space.

We were in our plain gray jumpsuits, and Slate’s already had a big red stain on it, which he tried to wipe clean. “Karo, I know you have a pizza obsession, but I’m not sure the supplies we got from the Traders were quite on par. Just what was that tomato substitute? It tasted like dirt.”

Rulo threw another napkin at Slate. “Don’t ask what kind of animal the cheese came from.”

This got a laugh from Karo and me, and a grimace from Slate, who pushed his plate away with half a slice sitting on it. “I won’t, thanks.”

It was time to fill them all in while they were rested and fed. My hand shook slightly as I built up my nerve. “Guys, I have to tell you something.”

“What is it, Dean?” Suma asked. She was sitting across from me, and I could tell she was picking up my uneasiness.

“Kimtra gave me some news. Information the Keppe didn’t want to share with us, for some reason.” Rulo stared at me as I spoke. As much as she was part of our team, I was apprehensive to make her choose between us and her people.

“What is it?” Slate asked.

“This system Magnus and Nat disappeared in… a few other races have found the same place and never made it home,” I said.

“What does that mean? Why wouldn’t they tell us that?” Suma was looking at Rulo.

Rulo lifted her hands in supplication. “Don’t ask me. I’m a warrior. No one tells me their plans.”

Karo was in the midst of eating, and he finished chewing before speaking. “I don’t think it’s as big a deal as we’re making this out to be. So what if others have gone missing before Magnus? Does it change anything?”

I pondered this as Slate answered, “I guess not. Even if they’d told us, we’d be going to save Magnus regardless, right?”

“You’re right. I keep thinking there was a reason Crul wanted to keep this from us, but I can’t put my finger on it. Time will tell.” I peeked over at Rulo, who was avoiding my attention.

“Suma, what else have you found out about a system with no star, but orbiting worlds?” Karo asked her.

Suma shrugged. “Not a lot. It’s happened before, far away. Not a sun, but a whole planet disappeared. One day it was there, the next it was gone. No one knows why.”

“When was this?” I asked.

“Nearly a millennium ago, I think. If you search hard enough, almost everything has occurred in nature,” she said.

A planet disappearing had me wondering something. “What do we know that could move a planet?”

Suma sat up straight in her chair. “Dean, what about the Shifter?”

“Yes. The Shifter could do it. Remember what Garo Alnod said? It was supposed to be a tool that could potentially move an entire planet into another dimension. Let’s say a star was going to die, or go supernova. The Shifter could transport an entire race somewhere safer,” I said in a rush.

“Potentially safer. That was the problem with the Shifter, right? You didn’t control what the alternate dimension contained. You could end up anywhere… or any time.” Slate had the gist of it.

“Dean, there’s something else that can cause a world to vanish.” Karo’s voice was quiet, ominous.

“The Iskios,” I whispered, recalling only too clearly the bright green vortex used to suck entire moons, planets, and stars into its singularity, Mary’s body a puppet to the ancient evil bastards.

“Do you think…” Suma started, but I shook my head.

“No. I really don’t see how they could be back. If there was a thousand-kilometer-wide vortex eating up solar systems again, we’d hear about it. Garo claimed there had only been one Shifter, the one Lom of Pleva started a war for on Bazarn Five. If it was worth that much to one man, I imagine someone could have built another like it,” I said.

“Who created it?” Suma asked the question I wished I’d asked of Garo when I had the chance.

“I don’t know. But Lom’s gone, and Garo wanted nothing to do with another Shifter, so we’re at square one.” It felt great talking this through with the team. It was like old times. Four different races, sitting around eating a food resembling pizza, and trying to determine what could possibly cause a star to be wiped out without collateral damage to the immediate region of space.

“Any other theories?” Karo asked.

Suma tapped her chin. Slate was once again pecking away at the pizza he’d discarded only a few minutes ago. “Maybe it’s not so bad. If you’re hungry enough,” he told Karo, who clapped him on the shoulder for the semi-compliment.

“The good news is, we have two months to think about it.” I got up and headed for the kitchen door. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be sleeping. So please… don’t need me.”

“Goodnight, Dean,” they chorused, bringing a smile to my face. I plodded down the hall toward the room with two bunks and took the unused one. I could hear the others gabbing from here, and I contemplated closing the door before deciding to let their happy conversation lull me to sleep.

I pictured Jules, her green eyes watching me with interest, her curly chestnut hair falling in her face as she played with Maggie. I missed my family, and it had only been a few days. We’d become such a close-knit group that it was hard being separated from them. Two more months, and then what? How long before we could all go home again? I hated doing this to Mary, and lying in the bed, staring at the plain white ceiling and walls, I silently swore to my wife that I would never do something like this again.

If only I could believe my own promise.

____________

“Captain, would you mind coming to the bridge when you have a free moment?” W called through the ship’s speakers.

I was with Slate in the cargo hold, working out like the old days. If there was one thing being on a long cruise was good for, it was having time to exercise. The cardio and fighting training took all our minds off the otherwise boring and monotonous trip. The daily routine was uninspired. Suma read a lot, researching anything that might help. I was learning about Keppe exploration ships from Rulo, who had been on four two-year ventures in her life, and Slate was teaching Karo how to fight.

“Dean, I don’t want to hurt you,” Karo said, looming over me. His seven-foot-tall frame and broad shoulders made him an imposing opponent, but there were a few tricks I’d learned over the years that gave me the upper hand, or at least I hoped that was the case.

“Go!” Slate said, commanding us to start.

Karo stepped to the side, which caught me off-guard, since I’d been expecting him to lunge forward in a quick attack. That was what he’d been doing in his practice with Slate, so he was already using his intuition to best me. He was strong; the Theos weren’t built to be weak creatures. His arms were twice the size of mine, his legs powerful, but I didn’t care. I had the experience, and hundreds of hours of training with Mary, Natalia, Magnus, and Slate, all of whom could kick my butt at one point. I wasn’t ashamed to admit that.

As his right foot set to the floor, I darted in, ducking under a swinging punch. I rammed into his hard chest with my shoulder and pushed him backwards, but not off-balance like I’d hoped. His other hand caught my ribs with an uppercut, and I was thankful for the padding we wore. It felt like a boulder dropping onto my chest.

He tried again, but I rolled away, kicking out to catch in front of his leg. He was already moving toward me, and this time, he couldn’t stop his momentum. As he stumbled forward, I pushed him to the floor, only he didn’t land on his front like I expected. He quickly rotated, landing on his shoulders, and as I sprang at him, his fist caught me in the jaw, sending me sprawling overtop of him.

Karo was trying to get to his knees to come after me when Dubs’ voice carried over the speakers again. “Captain, please come to the bridge. This is urgent.” The android wouldn’t say that if it wasn’t important, and I was happy for the interruption. Karo was looming over me, his fist cocked back, and my arms were in front of my face in a defensive posture.

“Saved by the bell,” I said.

“Don’t think I didn’t hear you bet Rulo you would best me, Dean.” Karo stuck a hand out and helped me to my feet.

“Jeeze. Did you have to hit me so hard?” I asked, rubbing my ribs. They’d be okay; maybe a little bruised.

“Slate thought it would be good to teach you a lesson,” Karo said with a laugh.

I glared at Slate. “Is that so, Zeke Campbell?” I used his full name in a tone only Mary could usually pull off.

“Yeah, boss. I had to remind you that I’m the best fight instructor ever. I taught a newbie to beat you in a week. Admit it.”

I laughed too, wincing at the effect on my chest. “Fine. But face it, Karo is twice my size.”

Rulo was beside me, holding her hand out. “A bet’s a bet,” she said.

“I’m good for it,” I said. “Send the bill to New Spero.”

I undid the straps on the padding and threw the top to Slate, who caught it deftly. I had to see what W was all worked up about. I jogged to the bridge, passing Suma in the kitchen, where she leaned over a tablet, scrolling through data.

“What is it, Dubs?” I asked, coming to stand behind his pilot’s seat.

“I’ve picked up an odd reading on the sensors and would like to investigate it,” he said.

I looked out the viewscreen at the wide-open space beyond. Countless stars twinkled in the distance, light years away. If we were near the edge of the known universe, why could we still see so much out here? It was unnerving.

“What kind of reading?” I sat on the seat beside his and tapped the console to life, zooming in on the radar image. Nothing showed abnormal to me.

“It was faint, but definitely there a few minutes ago. I locked the coordinates, and we could be there in two hours.” W was still looking straight forward at his controls, but my screen zoomed on a location not far from what could only be a cluster of asteroids.

“I’m not sure I love the idea of heading into an asteroid field,” I told him. “Are you sure the sensors weren’t picking up trace amounts of a metal used in interstellar space ships? Asteroids have been mined for materials for thousands of years, according to Suma.”

“You could be right.” The console blinked, and a familiar chime rang out. “We’ve received a transmission.”

“From who?” There was no one nearby: no ships, no worlds, nothing but the asteroid field.

“That is unclear.” He opened it, but instead of a verbal message, confusing images scrolled across the viewscreen. They appeared mathematical in nature; formulas, maybe.

“Suma!” I shouted behind me before tapping into the ship’s speaker system. “Everyone to the bridge. We’ve encountered someone.”

The last thing I wanted was to be venturing off on side missions on our trip to find Magnus, but we were so close. Only two hours. What if they needed our help? The chances of another vessel traveling through this system on this course soon were slim to none. We were the only ones that could help them.

Suma was the first one on the bridge, and my chair shifted as she gripped the top of it. “What am I looking at?”

The others piled behind us, crowding the compact space. “Dubs, any chance you can read this?” I asked.

“I think I might be able to. I have deactivated some of my programming in order to be more efficient. I am, after all, a few thousand years old.” He said it without self-pity. We’d found him in the closet of a derelict ship of some alien relic hunters who’d ended up stuck on Larsk, until his battery drained and they’d all died.

“Would you be able to activate it again?” I asked, continuing to focus on the scrolling equations on the viewscreen.

“With Suma’s assistance, I think we could have it operational in an hour’s time,” W said.

An hour. Just enough time to figure out what we were flying into before we arrived at the asteroids. “Suma, can you help W?”

“Of course. Come on, Dubs.” Suma led our android friend away from the bridge, and Slate took over the pilot’s seat.

“Dean, you sure we should be doing this?” Slate glanced at me. The fact that he used my real name told me he was apprehensive of the detour.

“No, I’m not, but we’re Gatekeepers, and we will assist those in need.” Slate nodded along and stuck his fist out for me to bump.

“That’s what we all love about you,” he said, and we sat silently, watching our radar image of the asteroid field.

Almost an hour later, we could make out the shapes and patterns of the rocks. Some were the size of our ship; others were variations of protoplanets, dispersed seemingly randomly in a cluster. The larger would be orbiting the system’s distant star, the smaller tugged along.

“Where’s the message coming from?” Slate asked, and I keyed in the last transmission. It was sending out nearly four times an hour, and we were due for another ping. A short time later, our ship received the message, and I had a lock on the source location.

We were quite a ways out, but at least now we had a slightly better lay of the land. The message was coming from the second largest hunk of rock, and the computer estimated it at a diameter of four hundred kilometers.

“That’s big. What the hell could be living on an asteroid like that?” Slate asked.

“I have no clue, but I guess we’re going to find out.” I zoomed in as much as possible on the viewscreen, and finally, we were able to see the outlines of our target.

“I think I’ll let Dubs pilot us through the thousands of small dangerous clusters, if that’s okay with you,” Slate suggested.

“That’s probably a good idea, even though asteroid fields are mostly open space. Not that I don’t trust your skills as a pilot,” I added, getting a grin from him.

He was about to comment when Suma announced their arrival. W was close behind her, and they were moving quickly.

“The message is old, judging by the program used to issue it, though it’s hard to tell with so many varying races of beings, each in different stages of development. It might be new for the senders, if that makes sense,” Dubs said.

“Sure, makes sense. Can you decipher the data?” I asked. His torso cavity was flipped open, a few wires were wire-nutted together, and Suma was trying to fiddle with them, cleaning up the mess.

“Dubs wouldn’t let me finish before darting towards the hall,” she said.

“I can read the message. It has two parts. One is a greeting from a friendly race. They call themselves the Yuver. They hail from far away; the star map is not familiar to my system,” W said, standing in the bridge’s entrance.

“I’ve never heard of them, Dean. I don’t think the Gatekeepers know of these Yuver. Dubs, tell them the rest of it.” Suma was excited, maybe nervous. The two were hard to differentiate with her at times.

“The main message was basically a greeting, an introduction stating their intentions of meeting new races and learning from them. They have samples of their art and music, not unlike what you tell me humans once pushed out from Earth,” W said.

I sensed there was more, and Suma’s pacing only fueled the assumption.

“There was something stitched onto the original communication. It was scattered, maybe rushed,” W said.

“What did they say?” Rulo asked, emerging from the hallway behind Dubs. She was dressed in her workout gear and wiped sweat from her head with a towel. Karo was with her, and he listened with interest.

“It was a warning. A call for help, perhaps, but a cautionary one.” W walked behind me and pointed to the console’s radar. “They said they were caught, trapped on this asteroid. Something was holding them there, but it’s unclear whether that meant a naturally-existing phenomenon or a physical being.”

“And there’s no way to timestamp this message or the original?” I asked.

“No, Captain. We have no idea how long ago the transmission was created. We only know it’s programmed on a loop to consistently send out to anyone close enough to receive it,” W said.

“I have to think there have been others passing through this system,” Slate said.

“Maybe, but not everyone will stop to assist a mayday call.” I watched the asteroids quickly growing in our viewscreen and tried to determine the right course of action.

“And fewer would have the ability to decode the message in the first place,” Karo added.

“Magnus didn’t come this way. I’d think they would have found the message intriguing enough to stop.” I tapped the arm of the chair, wishing the answer was simpler. It should be. Magnus needed us, but so could this race confined on an asteroid.

“Have you considered this could be a trap?” Rulo was behind Slate now, staring at the viewscreen with the rest of us.

“That’s what I like about you, Rulo. Always playing devil’s advocate,” Slate said, getting a smile from the Keppe woman.

“Someone has to. If I left you all to your own devices, we’d never stop assisting everyone blindly. I’m happy to be the cautionary voice,” Rulo said.

“You have a good point. W, what do you think?” I asked the robot.

“Captain, I don’t know how to sense pretense in their mathematical transmission. I do not believe we are being deceived, but that does not mean we aren’t. It could be a trap,” the robot said.

“Slate, Suma, Karo, what are your thoughts?” I wanted the entire team to weigh in before I made my final decision.

Suma went first, standing beside my chair. “Impossible to tell. I don’t think we’re being tricked. The last piece of the message seems too frantic, really worried.”

Slate nodded, silently agreeing with her. “Let’s move closer and take a look. If anything’s sending us the wrong vibe, we hightail out of there and keep going on our regularly scheduled mission.”

“I concur, Dean,” came Karo’s response.

I loved having the team sound off on the plan, and they’d basically suggested the exact course of action I was going ahead with; only now it was their idea, and I didn’t have to do anything. “Good plan, team. W, do you mind getting back in control of the ship?”

Slate moved away, and Dubs took his spot, directing us toward the asteroids. The second-largest one was our target, and it glowed green on our radar.

“No more details than some ominous message about being trapped?” I asked.

“There was one thing, but I’m not sure what it meant.” Dubs’ hands moved quickly on the console as he charted a path for our ship. We were getting close to the outer edge of the field, and already we could see big chunks of floating rock along our trajectory.

“What was it?” I asked, holding my breath for the answer.

“The last phrase said something about the ceiling. The context is unclear,” he said.

I shook my head slowly from side to side, trying to understand the meaning behind the warning.
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The next forty or so minutes were tense, becoming more stressful the farther into the asteroid field we got. At the start, the rocky debris was far enough apart that we didn’t need to concern ourselves with moving away from one piece and having to avoid another. As we neared our target, the clusters of rocks grew closer together, and W had us on the edge of our seats as we zigged and zagged around them.

“Shields at ninety percent,” Slate said, having taken over the co-pilot’s seat. Two more rocks struck our side, and he amended his comment. “Eighty-five percent.”

However, we were almost there, and I could live with those numbers. We’d elected to not bother with a covert mission. While using the new cloaking device, we weren’t able to use the shields, so the choice had been a simple one.

The entire region was teeming with debris, but W managed to navigate us through relatively unscathed, and we lowered toward the round asteroid. In the viewscreen, it looked a lot like a roughly-shaped moon, slightly concave on the top, but mostly spherical. From this viewpoint, I counted three wide craters but couldn’t gauge how large they were.

Suma pointed to the largest of the three craters. “The transmission came from the center one.”

“It came from there?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“Now that we’re closer, I can see it originated from under the surface,” she said.

Since there was nothing above the slate-gray surface, that wasn’t a surprise. I wasn’t sure what wonders the underground of this asteroid held for us, but we were about to find out.

“Taking us down.” W directed our ship to face the asteroid, its broad image filling the entire viewscreen.

It was only a matter of minutes before we were lowering into the widest crater – which, it turned out, was over three kilometers wide, and at its lowest, four hundred meters below the rest of the rock’s exterior.

The ship settled to the ground on its landing gear, right next to a fault line, a crack in the crater rock.

“There is a minute amount of gravitational pull, but I’ll set the anchors into place, Captain,” W said as his metal hands sped across the console, giving it commands too fast for me to follow.

This was it. “Who’s coming below with me?”

Slate set a hand on my chest, stopping me from exiting the bridge. “Boss, maybe you should sit this one out. You and W can stay on board and be here for backup.”

I tried to stifle the laugh but wasn’t able to. “You have to be kidding me, Slate. Since when do I hang back on the ship while you all stick your necks out? If anyone should be staying, it’s Suma.”

“Why me?” she asked defiantly.

“Because your dad will kill me if anything happens to you. And Karo, you’re the last of your kind. I’d suggest you stay here with W and Suma,” I said firmly.

Karo seemed ready to argue with me, but he sat beside W instead. “Suma, let them have this one. You and I can continue with our plans for the rescue,” he said, and the Shimmali girl glared at me before nodding.

“Fine. This time. Keep in contact with us while you’re there, though,” she snipped.

“Let’s suit up.” I let Rulo lead the way through the hall to the cargo bay, where we slipped into our gear. Rulo’s was by far the largest, and her body armor EVA was impressive.

“I want to get one of those, boss.” Slate tapped it with his knuckles, earning him a glare from the Keppe warrior.

“I’ll see what I can do. You might fit one of our smaller molds.” Rulo smiled widely, and Slate took the intended insult with grace.

We each double-checked our suit’s sensors, ensuring we were properly sealed, and I made sure Slate’s and my video feeds were activated. It was something new we’d added so those aboard could watch with us and hopefully help if they spotted anything of use.

Minutes later, we were ready to exit the ship, but not before I did one last thing. I unlocked the crate that held the items from the Trader world. The portal Broker used had turned out to be less magical than I’d initially thought; she only waved her hand for the theatrics. I recorded my location into the device, and now we’d be able to return here with ease, should we encounter any trouble.

It was almost like having a functional Relocator, in some respects. This was more like the portal gate I had from Fontem’s collection, only a little less secretive. It only worked between close locations, usually on the same planet, so they were handy, yet extremely limited.

“All set?” I asked, and when Slate tapped his helmet and Rulo grabbed her minigun, I knew we were ready to go. We had an assortment of climbing gear and supplies with us, since we didn’t know what to expect.

The energy barrier turned on, and I lowered the Kraski ship’s ramp, where it settled on the dark, dusty ground with a floating cloud of dirt.

Suma watched us leave, and I gave her a confident wave, which she returned after a hesitant delay. I’d put her through enough, and if anything happened to us, I was certain her clever mind was going to be pivotal in tracking Magnus and Natalia down.

We’d landed the ship a few hundred meters from the crack in the crater, just in case the added weight caused a collapse. W was adamant that on an asteroid with next to no gravity, this wouldn’t be much of an issue, but I preferred to err on the side of caution.

Rulo took the ramp first, keeping her feet planted on the ground as she stepped off our ship. Our boots had an artificial mass dial on them, and we’d turned them to ninety percent before exiting our ship.

She waited for the two of us, and as I stood on the surface of the asteroid, I tried not to look up or anywhere but at my feet. Walking on a floating rock in the center of nowhere wasn’t my idea of a good time. Slate didn’t seem to care, and he marched quickly after Rulo. With a quick breath, I hurried after them. The only thing worse than hiking on an asteroid was doing it alone.

“Dean, it appears as though the crevasse leading into the asteroid is wider than initially expected. We could have fit the ship in if we were careful,” Suma said into my earpiece.

“I think it’s best we leave the ship where it is,” I replied.

“The drop isn’t far. We should be able to lock ourselves on here and make the jump,” Slate said, simultaneously grabbing a tool from a kit strapped to his suit. With it, he clamped a wide eye-hook into the stone, testing the tensile strength before clipping three ropes onto it. We each attached one to our own suit’s waist, and I peered over the edge of the opening.

It was pitch black inside. “I can’t believe we’re doing this, Slate. Didn’t we make a pact to stop going underground together?” I laughed nervously.

“That was on planets. We never specified asteroids,” Slate said, readying himself.

“You both talk too much,” Rulo said. She flipped on her armored suit’s built-in lighting system, directing the beams ahead, and stepped over the edge.

“Boss, you going to let her…” Slate started, but I didn’t make out the rest of his words as I walked over the ledge, falling inside the asteroid slowly. My momentum and the artificial mass generator carried me to the ground, and my lights caught movement below me. I swung my rifle around, only to find Rulo jumping out of the way so I didn’t land on her.

She pointed to my gun. “Watch where you’re waving that thing.”

“Woooohoooo!” Slate was shouting as he landed between us. “That was the coolest cave dive I’ve ever done.”

I tried finding my bearings. “Suma, you were right. This place is large enough for a ship.” I released a palm-sized light-drone, another item I’d obtained from the Traders. My heart raced as it found the abnormality in the cavern and stopped above it. I left the other two bragging to each other, and crossed the cavern. It was at least a kilometer deep, and the uncharacteristic ship sat halfway between us and the far edge.

“Is that what I think it is?” Suma asked from the ship. She was watching our feed from the bridge.

“I think we found the source of the transmission.” I turned to the others, who only now noticed that we weren’t alone. The light-drone stayed where it was, drawing the three of us like moths to a flame.

“This is amazing,” Rulo said. Her rowdy attitude was replaced with one of wonder.

“Do you recognize it?” I asked them, including the ones watching from my suit’s video feed.

“Nothing I have on file, Captain,” Dubs’ monotone voice said.

“I don’t recall seeing one of those in the Gatekeepers’ study material,” Suma said into my earpiece.

We got closer, and I saw the shape now. It was round, domed at the top, and had bumps along the outer edge. The light from above cast lengthy shadows below it, making it look like it had long spiderlike legs. It was larger than our Kraski ship, but only by a small percentage. We arrived near it and stopped, waiting for a reaction from within the vessel.

“Whatever was inside has to be long gone, Dean,” Rulo said. “You heard W’s opinion on the age of the message. They must have come here and gotten stuck. Or they were damaged, looking for a place to land and repair.”

“We owe it to them to investigate who these Yuver are,” I said.

“Or were,” Slate chimed in.

Now that we were closer, it instantly made me picture an old UFO. It was shaped like the ones you’d see in countless television shows, hovering over crops, lights beaming cows up from the fields. The similarity caused the hairs on my arms to rise inside my suit.

“Does this remind you of something?” Slate asked me, and I nodded.

“Growing up in farm country, we had a few sightings while I was a kid. Old Bill Binders claimed he was abducted not once, but five times by a ship like this one. You don’t really think…” I cut myself off, giving my head a shake. I’d seen too much out there, been around too many aliens to think that the Yuver had been the ones stalking humans and probing them for an anatomy lesson.

“Probably not. But I’ll be ready for them either way.” Slate’s rifle came up, and we stalked around the round ship, looking for an entrance.

“What are you two going on about?” Rulo asked.

“Nothing. Just something from Earth folklore… or maybe reality. Suma, you see anything that might help?” I asked the girl watching the feed.

“There may have been a discoloration under the dome side. Check there,” she said, and I heeded her advice, heading under the ship. It had tall landing gear, allowing us to walk directly under it without hitting our heads on the underbelly.

I saw what she was talking about, and lifted a hand to the rough exterior of the alien vessel. When I didn’t feel anything, I sighed in frustration.

“Dean, don’t move. We’ll zoom in, capture an image, and do an analysis.” I did as Suma suggested, and she told me when they had a good enough shot.

“They’re going to find access from on our ship’s bridge? I don’t think…” Rulo was saying when Suma’s voice returned.

“We lightened and darkened the image, finding a straight line heading from the center,” Suma said, and I pointed, touching the exterior until she told me I was there.

I pressed up, and something clicked, releasing the door. It flung open, and I had to jump out of the way to avoid impact with the heavy, clunky slab of metal.

“The door’s probably controlled by the ship, and since it’s powerless, it’s become dead weight. Be careful, Dean,” Suma said, and I got up, dusting my suit off.

“Who’s first?” I asked.

Rulo didn’t pause. She leapt up, grabbing the inside of the opening into the ship, pulling herself up with ease. Seconds later, her armored glove stuck toward me, ready to pull us up. I went first, being easily lifted with the almost non-existent gravity.

We emerged in the middle of the round ship. The dome surrounded us, and we found ourselves in a wide-open space. There were two seats at the edge of the room, facing the lower half of the dome. That would be the viewscreen and the pilot’s chair, and potentially weapons control. Even though the ship was larger than ours, once inside, the living area was far smaller.

Everything was dead. I couldn’t see one active light anywhere, and I walked around the outer edge, seeing unfamiliar computers, mostly unwieldy in appearance. The place was clean, nothing out of place even now.

“How long have they been here?” I whispered.

“I don’t know, but… I don’t see any sign of them on board.” Slate was right.

“This isn’t a wall here,” Rulo shouted from across the room. “I thought it was, but when I took a closer look, it was only stacked containers. It’s as if they were…” She was hefting them away, and Slate and I assisted, moving the clunky boxes from the side of the ship’s interior.

“It was as if they were hiding… something,” I said as we spotted the last container. This one did have soft yellow lights glowing on a console near its bottom.

“Someone, boss. Someone, not something,” Slate said, wiping the top of it with his arm. A thin layer of dust was brushed away, revealing a body inside.

“What is that, Dean? We can’t see!” Suma’s excited voice echoed in my earpiece. I tried to give them a better vantage shot, but it was dark, and our flashlights reflected more light off the glass than penetrated. I wasn’t sure what we were looking at inside the container.

“It appears to be one of the Yuver,” I replied.
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“You found one? Is it alive?” This time, it was Karo asking the questions.

I glanced at the glowing yellow console, tried to decipher it, and failed. “I can’t tell. None of this makes sense to me.”

“We have to bring that on board,” Suma urged.

“Suma, for all we know, this Yuver’s skin is poisonous to us, or maybe it’s carrying a virus that has the potential to wipe out all of Shimmal.”

I may have been overdoing it, but she got my point. “We can’t leave it. We can transport it home to Dr. Nick,” Suma said, and I nodded.

“Very well. We’ll bring it with us, but we’re not opening this on our ship. We wanted to discover what the distress call was all about, and now we know. Let’s progress out of here and focus on the task at hand.” I was about to open the portal when Slate tapped me on the shoulder.

“Check this out.” He’d picked up a flat tablet-sized device, and it activated as he pressed various buttons along its side.

“W, can you make any sense of this?” I asked the android through my earpiece.

“It appears to be a tracking map. Those two blinking lights are the transponders. One looks to be attached to your sleeping guest,” W said.

The other blinking light was a ways away from the ship. How far, I couldn’t tell by the alien tablet. “And the other transponder?”

“I would hypothesize it’s attached to another Yuver,” W said.

I was torn. There was another one somewhere under the surface of the asteroid, but what were the chances it lived? I didn’t even know if this one was alive. I leaned over the glass, waving my suit’s light away from the reflective surface. The Yuver inside had smooth dark-green skin and large eyes that were currently closed. The glass only framed its head, so I couldn’t see the rest of the body or know how tall or heavy the creature was.

“Do we go after it?” Slate asked.

“I vote we take this thing and leave,” Rulo said. The Keppe had become a star-hunting race, attempting to become more science-minded and exploratory than warrior, and she probably thought this discovery would be a good one for her people.

But what if there was another one? We knew nothing about them. It might be alive and trapped. Maybe they pupated or hibernated. “Damn it. Let’s go look for it. It shouldn’t take long.”

“You know how you always tell me not to say that, because…” Slate started.

“Because any time I say something’s going to be a quick detour, it inevitably winds up being a huge pain in the butt?” I finished for him.

“Yeah, that’s what I was going to say.” He tapped the blinking transponder signal on the tablet. “You really want to go after this?”

“I don’t want to, but let’s get this over with. First things first.” I waved the portal open, and we could see the cargo bay of our ship through the yellow energy barrier. “W, can you give us a hand?”

We cleared a path between the cryogenically-frozen Yuver and the yellow-energy doorway to our ship, and by the time we were done, W had stepped through.

He walked over to the elongated box, which had to be some variation of a cryo tube, and spent five minutes around it, checking to see if it was self-sufficient or attached to the ship. “It appears to be sustaining itself, though I do not understand the science behind it. It must be a precautionary function in case the entire ship drains of energy, as this one seems to have done.”

“Can we move it?” Slate asked, and W nodded.

“We can move it,” the robot answered. I was never sure how to take his tone. Sometimes it seemed like he wasn’t confident in his replies, but there was no way to tell.

I looked at the case containing the body. Did I trust bringing a potentially dead creature on the ship? This was part of what I’d signed up for with the Gatekeepers, and what the Keppe were doing with their exploration missions, so I resigned myself to adding the new guest on board.

“Slate, do you mind giving him a hand?” I asked, and Rulo stood beside me cross-armed as we witnessed W and Slate sliding the frozen Yuver through the portal doorway and onto our ship.

When they were done, W stood in the entrance, and I called out to him, “W, is there any way to collect data from this ship? Download their hard drive or something?” I said, knowing I wasn’t articulating myself properly.

“I believe there may be a way,” he said, heading onto our ship. In less than a minute, he was back, holding a box the size of a car battery; only this one was shiny silver and hummed with power.

He crossed the open space of the dark Yuver vessel and stopped near the front pilot’s seat. I went over and helped him pry open a panel under the main helm console.

W opened a pouch he’d carried aboard and cut a wire before adding a universal plug to it. From there, he stuck the new end into the battery pack he’d brought with him. The ship remained dark.

“Give it a moment,” he said, and as promised, the computer in front of us began to power up. Strange symbols filled the flat screen above an unfamiliar keyboard. It was along the same lines as the ones I’d used to build countless spreadsheets back home over the years, but the symbols were alien.

“Can we make this thing run again?” Slate asked behind us.

“Not at this time. We do not have the resources. The best I could do was power this particular processor.” W pressed a datastick into the silver battery pack, and it glowed blue as he keyed in commands on the keyboard. “This will only take a moment.”

I stood from my crouched position and wondered what secrets we’d find on the datastick later. There was something extremely exciting about it all: finding a new race, learning about them. It made me think of our time on Sterona, where we’d lived while Mary was pregnant after fighting the Iskios off. There was obviously so much we didn’t know about the ancient race.

There was something haunting about them leaving their wonderful city behind. Part of me had to know where they went, and why.

“All done.” W took the pack, disconnecting it from the ship. He linked the wire again, soldering it together, leaving everything as it was.

“We’re going to check on the other transponder beacon. With any luck, we’ll be done in no time,” I told W as he crossed the portal and turned to face us from the Kraski ship’s cargo bay.

“We will watch with you,” W said.

“And W?” My gaze drifted through the energy doorway to the body in the cryobox aboard our ship.

“Yes, Captain.”

“Don’t open that, whatever you do,” I warned.

“We will not open it,” he assured me, and I closed the portal with the hand-held device, shoving it into a front pocket where I could easily access it.

Rulo was already at the exit of the ship, hopping out. Slate went next, and I took one last look into the strange round ship’s interior, my flashlight casting unnerving shadows around the space before I joined them inside the cavern.

I called the light-drone to me and snapped it onto my hip. The whole cave was much darker without its beams shining on the ship, but our suits gave enough ambiance to see in the shadowy cavern.

Slate held the tablet with the blinking icon on it; the other icon now showed farther away, since the body was on our ship above the surface. He pointed to the edge of the cavity and that was where we went, guns raised and ready.

“You don’t really expect anything to be living in here, do you?” Rulo asked from her lead position. The cave was massive, and the wall loomed before us. The edge of the cavern flowed to a hole, funneling us into a tunnel.

“How far do you think that icon is in there?” I asked before we stepped foot any farther into the asteroid.

Slate shrugged as we watched the tablet, held firmly in his left hand. My suit’s lights shone down the corridor, which was at least twice our height, and I figured all three of us could easily walk side by side into the tunnels. If it had been any tighter, I would have turned around and rushed back to our ship.

“I’d say it’s no more than half a kilometer,” Rulo said. “The other one was here” – she pointed to the spot that had indicated the cryobox not long ago – “and that was about three hundred meters away.”

“You’re right. Let’s keep moving,” I said, taking the lead now. My pulse rifle had a light attached to it too, and I kept it aiming straight forward into the rocky tunnel.

The entire underpass was pocked rock; fissures and smooth pebble-sized holes ran over the entire surface, floors, walls, and ceiling. It was rounded like a tube, and thankfully, it widened as we went deeper.

Soon we were inside another open cave, about a tenth the size of the one we’d come from. It was darker in here somehow; the area had a feeling of compression, as if the walls were slowly but surely getting closer with each passing breath.

“What the hell is that?” Slate asked, pointing a light at the room’s far right corner. There was liquid on the floor; it reflected the light and rippled slightly as we walked toward it.

“Are you guys seeing this back on the ship?” I asked.

“Loud and clear,” Suma replied.

We stood above the blob of liquid, which was a lot more viscous than I’d originally thought.

“Slime?” Slate asked, about to tap it with his boot.

“Don’t touch it!” I warned, but it was too late. The toe dipped into the puddle of thick gooey mess, and Slate jumped away as if he’d been bitten.

“No one said you were smart. You remind me more of Hectal with each passing day,” Rulo said as she bent over to inspect the pile of slime. “There’s more here,” she said, motioning a few yards deeper into the cave.

“Great. Just great.” My mind was picturing all sorts of things that could leave a mucus like that behind, and none of them were small, furry, or friendly.

We walked toward the blinking icon, sure we were on the right path. “Let’s avoid bringing the alien gunk with us this time, Slate.” I stepped around another pile of it, and Slate stayed even farther from it, hugging the far wall.

The cave led us to another corridor, this one a tighter cylinder, like the old volcano lava tubes in Hawaii. I could touch the ceiling inside and stayed in the lead, my rifle pointing forward like I was a man on a mission to clear the asteroid of all infestation.

“Dean, did you see that?” Suma asked in my earpiece.

“See what?” I planted my feet firmly, swinging my rifle and light around to look for anything moving.

“Over to the left,” Suma said, and I moved my light to the left floor to find it empty.

“Nothing there.”

“Above. Look up.” Suma’s voice held an edge of panic that didn’t bode well for our situation.

I gradually moved my gun and flashlight up to the ceiling. There was nothing there. Then I saw the slime. It dripped from the exact spot where Suma had seen something moments ago. The warning from the Yuver had mentioned the ceiling. I hadn’t remembered that part until now.

“Suma, can you rewind the footage and pause it?” I asked.

Slate was already moving forward, and so was Rulo, so I followed them while Suma did her magic on board our ship. I needed to know if there were indeed living organisms responsible for the goop more than I needed to find this missing Yuver.

“The Yuver should be right here,” Slate said from inside a smaller cavern. He tapped the tablet where the icon blinked. He was right. This was it, only we didn’t see anything inside the room but dark rock.

“We should go. I don’t like this,” I suggested, moving for the portal device.

“Did you hear that?” Rulo asked, taking a step into the cave.

“What?” I strained my ears but didn’t hear anything but the soft plopping, like the kitchen tap dripping when it wasn’t fully shut off.

I peeked up at the same second Suma warned me. “Dean, it’s some sort of a slug on the ceiling!”

My voice caught in my throat as I stared at the cave’s smooth domed ceiling. Dozens of the creatures were up there, and as soon as my light hit them, they began moving frantically. Slate glanced up, following my gaze, and he shone a light on them at the same time.

Rulo was directly under them in the middle of the space, crouching amidst the giant slugs’ slime. She pulled something off the ground and turned to where I was shouting a warning to her. “I think I found the transponder.” She must have seen the looks on our faces, because she tilted her head up and scrambled backwards towards the far wall. It all happened so fast that I didn’t have time to react.

“Rulo, come now!” I finally shouted, but it was too late. The slugs began to drop from the ceiling one by one, landing with a disturbing squelching sound. One of the four-foot-long slugs landed on top of Rulo, and she shouted a primal sound as she batted at the soft creature with powerful armored hands.

Slate and I shot at them, pulse beams cutting through the dark cave. They screamed, a high-pitched wretched sound as we burned through them, sending pieces of slug all over the walls and floor. More were falling from the ceiling, slithering along the walls now, and before we knew it, there were at least fifty of them in the confined space, dozens moving in a pile between us and Rulo.

“Slate, we need to cut a path,” I yelled, aiming for the middle of the room with my rifle.

Slate efficiently ended a half dozen of them before they retaliated. We were only a few yards apart, but soon Slate was cornered to my right. I backed up, trying to think of a way to distract the slugs. They didn’t seem to like the light, and that gave me an idea.

I pulled the light-drone off my hip and activated it. The tiny drone rose in the air, heading for the ceiling, and it shot a bright beam toward the middle of the room. The slugs scurried away from the light, giving me the pathway I’d been hoping for.

“Rulo, now!” I yelled, and saw the Keppe warrior throw another slug off her. It hit the wall with a sickening splat, and she kicked at another. Now that her hands were free, she slung up her minigun and fired into the center mass of the slug horde.

She ran to me, spinning around and shooting more of them. Together we aimed at the slugs attacking Slate, and eventually, they were all a pile of guts. Slate was in the corner, his hands raised up in defense, and he was shuddering.

“Slate, they’re gone. We killed them all,” I said, stepping over a particularly large gray alien slug to get to him. I raised my hand and wiped guts off his helmet’s face-shield to reveal his wide, fearful eyes.

Slate patted his chest and legs before giving one of his patented grins. “And you were worried about me dipping my boot into some slime.”

I laughed, and so did Rulo. Among a cave full of carnage, we chuckled like you could only do after a near-death experience.

Rulo held her palm out. “I think we found out what happened to our Yuver friend.” A blinking transponder the size of a peanut was in her hand.

Suma was shouting in my ear, and I finally acknowledged her cries. “Suma, we’re okay. It’s over.”

“No it’s not, Dean.” Her voice was thick with fright. “Look to your right!”

My gaze looked up and right, where piles of slugs were entering the cave from a crevice in the rock.

“Run!” I shouted.


Sixteen

I stepped on a slug’s head and slipped, falling hard to the ground, face-first. Slate and Rulo were already over me, and my friends slowed to pull me to my feet.

“Thanks,” I said, checking over my shoulder to see the slugs moving fast toward us. They were hungry, and I had it on good authority we were on the menu. I fired behind me, striking a few of them as we exited the cave into the smaller tunnel.

“Please don’t be more ahead,” Slate was whispering over and over. It was a mantra I could stand behind. If they were ahead as well as behind, we’d have to fend them off from inside this compact tunnel, and I didn’t see that ending well for any of us.

“The portal,” I said, remembering the device would open a doorway onto our ship. I grabbed it from my pocket and tried to activate it. Nothing happened, but I’d wasted a good ten seconds trying to get it to work. The slugs were almost at my feet, and I managed a good look at them.

They had no armor, probably because they had no predators out here on a rock in space. They had two forearm-sized tentacles emerging from the fronts of their tiny heads, and these wavered around, perhaps acting as eyes or noses, I wasn’t sure which. Maybe both.

I shot one in the head, being rewarded with three more taking its place. They were coming in droves, and if the portal wasn’t going to work, I needed to run. Slate and Rulo were already long gone. Broker had warned there was a limited distance the portal encircled, and I seem to have stretched past that boundary.

I chased after Slate and saw the bottoms of his boots as he hurried ahead of me. We entered another cavern, and more slugs dropped from the ceiling. One landed on me, knocking me to the ground, but Slate was there to kick it off and offer me his hand.

They kept coming. Hundreds of them now. It was something out of a nightmare. I always thought slugs to be slow, methodical creatures, but those were the ones in my parents’ garden, the slugs hiding under a two-by-four or a rock. These were something else: huge, fast, and with a mission.

We emerged out of the corridors and into the open cavity below the crater. I knew I could use the portal, but there wasn’t time to stop and set it up. I didn’t have ten seconds to spare. The mass of seething slime monsters was literally on our heels. None of us said a word as we pumped our legs, carrying our frantic bodies forward, past the Yuver ship and toward the ropes at the end of the room.

I glanced back, only to see the hundreds of slugs rising to the ceiling, covering the walls and the entire surface of the cavern behind us. There was no fighting them. There were too many to beat.

Rulo reached the ropes first, and she pulled them twice, the winch above doing its job, drawing her up quickly. Slate and I clipped in and did the same. We both fired at the ceiling and floor, where the slugs were approaching us as we were lifted toward the surface of the crater and our waiting ship.

Rulo grabbed us each under the armpit and tugged us up, making quick work of it in the near-zero gravity. The enemy was eagerly hunting us, and they scurried onto the surface in hot pursuit. The ship was a few hundred yards away and I ran for it, faster than I’d ever moved in my life, my weighted feet barely touching the ground.

“The ramp! Open the ramp!” I was shouting into my earpiece, and the incline began lowering. A quick look over my shoulder showed me we were cutting this close. There had to be a thousand of the creatures chasing us, tentacles wavering above beady heads, slime everywhere.

We arrived at the ship before the ramp was all the way open, and Slate jumped, rolling onto it. He spun and grabbed Rulo’s and my arms, helping us up, and we scrambled up the ramp as it began to close.

I was on my butt, firing at the slugs trying to climb on board. Slate was doing the same, Rulo making quick work of them with her minigun. We had to be careful not to damage our ship, as the ramp was nearly closed.

One last slug pressed through just as the door sealed, cutting it in half. The top half of it kept moving, coming toward us. The tentacles reached forward, and it shrieked before stopping suddenly and deflating.

My heart was pounding so hard, I couldn’t even hear what Suma was saying.

The ramp opened again, and I panicked before realizing we were above the surface, far away from the attackers. Slate kicked the slug through the containment field, and all that was left was a pile of ooze where it had died.

“Well, that was one for the books, hey, boss?” Slate gave my suit a light punch, and I forced a smile. It had been close. Too close.

“Are you guys okay?” Karo was there at my side, helping me take off my suit. I took deep breaths of the ship’s air as the gore-covered helmet hit the floor. Slate and Rulo were likewise drenched in blood and guts.

“Remind me never to answer a distress call again,” Rulo said as she piled her armor suit to the side of the room.

“We need to destroy that rock,” I whispered, catching my breath.

“He’s right,” Karo said. “We didn’t shut off the transmission.”

“Someone else could be attacked by those things,” Suma said.

“W,” I said into my earpiece. “Bank toward the asteroid. I’m coming to the bridge.”

I was in my sweat-soaked jumpsuit, my socked feet plodding down the hall on wavering legs. I hopped into the co-pilot’s seat and W stared straight forward. “Good to see you, Captain. That was… unexpected.”

“You can say that again.” I activated the pulse cannons and took aim as we neared the asteroid. Even from here, I could see the writhing mass of slugs filling the crater. I fired at them and didn’t stop until the entire asteroid was floating around in countless pieces. I wasn’t sure if that would end the danger of these particular slugs, but it sure made me feel better.

“I need a beer,” Slate said from behind me.

“I need a shower.” This from Rulo.

“I need both.” I laughed now and was joined by my teammates.

“Life is never dull around you all,” Rulo said, clapping Slate and me on the shoulders. “I like that.”

“I’m glad someone does,” I said. “Hey, when we tell Mary this story later, can we not let her know how close we actually came to dying?”

“Speak for yourself. We were fine,” Slate said, and I recalled the look on his face when we rescued him from the attacking slugs.

“Sure. I’ll tell myself that too,” I said. “Suma, let’s have a look at our new guest.”

The Shimmali girl nodded with a smile.

____________

A month passed without incident: just our daily routine of eating, working out, playing games, talking, and attempting to create a viable plan for a multitude of scenarios. That was the worst part, guessing what might have happened to Fortune. There were so many things that could have occurred, it was extremely hard to speculate any reasonable situations.

I spent most of my nights wide awake, staring at the ceiling of my room, thinking about my family back home. What kind of trouble was Jules getting herself into while I was away? Was Mary doing okay with my absence?

My thoughts often drifted to the Alliance of Worlds, and how the colony on Haven was going during its extreme growth period. Then, when I finally fell asleep, I’d have nightmares of Iskios, Lom of Pleva, and now I could add alien space slugs to the ever-growing fears within my restless mind.

I must have mumbled in my sleep again, because I was being shaken, someone softly saying my name. “Mary?” I asked, blinking my sleep-covered eyes to see Suma’s silhouette.

“Dean, we’re almost there,” she said softly.

She didn’t have to say where there was. Magnus had made a stop on his journey, and it was one of the last locations from which he’d been able to send messages to the Keppe. It was probably where he’d been the last time we’d spoken over our communicators.

My nightstand had the hand-held communicator on top of it now, and I tried it at least once a day, in the off chance I could reach Magnus with it. So far, I’d gotten no response. I hadn’t let myself consider the fact that the entire crew of Fortune could have disappeared for good. I couldn’t do it. Magnus, Natalia, Dean, and Patty were fine, along with the five hundred Keppe on board the exploratory vessel. They were alive, and we were going to find them at any cost.

“Thank you, Suma,” I said, and swung my legs out of the blankets, sitting up. “I’ll be right there.”

She left me alone in the room, and I tried to remember the dream I’d been having. It had involved Mary and Jules being trapped on the other side of a portal stone. I shook the cobwebs clear from my sleep-addled brain and went to the Kraski bathroom, where I used their version of a steam shower. I emerged a few minutes later feeling like a new man, and donned a basic jumpsuit before heading to the bridge.

Everyone was present, and Slate passed me a cup of coffee, which I graciously accepted, smelling the roasted bean water before taking a sip. If there was one thing a two-month trip on a cramped ship needed, it was a good cup of coffee, and we at least had that. It was the one thing I’d remembered to bring with me from New Spero, and apparently so had Slate, because we hadn’t needed to dig into the Keppe version yet. It was acceptable in a pinch, but not quite the same thing.

“What are we looking at?” I asked, taking a peek at the viewscreen. The screen showed a planet directly in its center, a space station between us and the world.

“This” – Suma was beside W, and she tapped the console, zooming on the world beyond the station – “is where Magnus last sent any location information. We’re far out in space and honestly didn’t expect to find a space station here, let alone what appears to be the right class of planet for human, Shimmali, and even Keppe life.”

“Maybe he didn’t leave,” I said. The surface was taupe, the color of a desert, but water filled half our view of the world now.

W shook his head from the pilot’s seat, not turning around to look at me. “It is doubtful. They were gone when the last message was sent to the Keppe about the system with the missing star.”

“But that was less than a month’s travel from this location, maybe less given the unknown timeline. They could have returned damaged. The Keppe vessels have lifeboats, right?” I knew they did, because Hectal had shown them to Mary and me on Starbound. They were almost as big as the Kraski ship we were in now.

“Dean, you’re a genius. The lifeboats have a locator built into them!” Rulo was excitedly explaining to Suma how to input the tracking into the Kraski computer.

“I’m amazed you know how to do that,” Slate told Rulo, who shot an accusatory scowl at him in return.

“I’ve been on my share of rescue missions, and more often than not, we end up using these to track the missing boats after the warship has been disabled… or destroyed,” Rulo said.

“Sorry. Sometimes I forget how much you and your people have been through.” Slate offered the olive branch, and she took it.

“No problem. You’re human. How can I expect you to act civilized?” Rulo’s insult was punctuated with a sharp-toothed grin.

While they were working, I asked W to scan the station. It was circular, rotating of its own volition.

“I’m not picking up any life forms, Captain. There are also minimal energy readouts. It is dead as a doornail. I’ll never understand human colloquialisms,” W said.

“Neither will I, Dubs. So the station’s dead. How about the planet?” I asked.

“We would have to send probes, but I do not see any on this vessel,” he said.

“The ones on our fleet’s ships now have been added as a modification. The original Kraski ships didn’t have them,” Slate reminded us.

“No sign of a Keppe lifeboat… wait… what’s that?” Suma asked. “I’m getting a faint reading from the surface. It could match the signature, but there’s something in the atmosphere blocking the readouts properly.”

“I think that is one. I know we only got a flicker, but I recognized the nomenclature, I’m sure of it,” Rulo said.

I was excited by the idea of discovering a real clue to Magnus’ disappearance. Finding someone in space was like a needle in a haystack... if the needle was the size of a proton and the haystack was… well, space. We needed concrete leads to get us anywhere, especially since the trail grew dry after this stop along the map.

“We’re going in, team. W, be careful with the descent. If the atmosphere is causing issues with the readouts, then I want you to exert extreme caution lowering us through it,” I ordered.

“Yes, Captain,” W answered, and flew us by the space station. I watched it grow larger in the viewscreen before our trajectory changed and we left it behind us as we made for the planet.

“You sure we shouldn’t explore that space station? If I know Magnus, and I do, he’ll have stopped there to check it out,” Slate said.

He was right, but I didn’t want the detour. “That can be a last resort. First things first. Check to see if this blip we got really was a Keppe signature.”

Slate crossed the bridge. “Could it have been from Fortune?”

I watched Rulo’s expression and caught something before she frowned and waved a dismissive hand at Slate. “No. I don’t think so. It might be nothing.”

If that was Magnus’ ship, then I didn’t expect it to be intact. The vessel was too large to land on a planet’s surface without dire consequences. If they’d made an emergency landing through this atmosphere, that could be why they weren’t able to leave or transmit.

Maybe they were down there. The minutes felt like hours as W traversed the distance to orbit. From here, the landscape below was much of the same. Sandy, desert-like, with oceans abounding.

“We’re on the wrong side. W, take us around orbit, and we’ll enter in twelve minutes,” Suma said, and W nodded his agreement.

The twelve minutes went by slowly, and I found myself pacing the bridge like a caged animal. “I’ll be right back,” I said, and took off through the hallway and into the bunk room. The communicator was where I left it on the nightstand, and I picked it up, pressing the icon. “Magnus, if you’re nearby, respond. It’s Dean. Respond.”

The communicator sat cold and soundless in my palm. “Damn it,” I whispered to myself, setting it beside the bed. I had an inkling that if he was on the planet below, he might be able to answer, since we were so close now. It didn’t mean the Fortune wasn’t there, but it did make my mind spin in speculation even more than it had been.

The ship shook violently, throwing me against the ceiling before dropping me onto the bed with a thud. I narrowly missed hitting my head on the end table, and after a few more shakes, the room calmed to a stop.

“Everyone okay?” I asked as I regained my composure and ran to the bridge.

Slate was on the ground, Rulo bent over him. “That’s one hell of an entry, Dubs.” Slate’s voice was muffled, and I saw why. His nose was bleeding, and he tilted his head up.

Karo was in the far corner, rubbing his elbow. “You okay, Karo?” I asked the Theos, and he nodded.

“My pride is more wounded than my elbow, I fear,” he said softly. “How about you?”

“I’m fine. And to think I always complain about how hard the mattresses are. I won’t ever again,” I said.

“I am sorry, everyone. The atmosphere was thick, the composition unfavorable to entry, but we are in the clear henceforth,” Dubs said. I looked out the viewscreen, watching the dunes rising and falling below. It was an amazing sight. Wind blew, casting sand around, creating fog-like conditions the lower we drifted.

W lifted us above it, and we searched for a less blustery region to ground the ship in. We found it after a few minutes, and Suma was pleased with how close we were to the blip they’d discovered from above.

“It was nearby. Within two kilometers. Who wants to go on an adventure?” she asked.

No one replied, and Suma’s shoulders sank as she stood solemnly. “I assume you won’t be convinced to stay on board again this time, Suma?” I asked.

She shook her head and lifted her short snout. “You have to be kidding me. I need to stretch these little legs out. Slate’s bleeding, so he should probably stay put.”

“Hey, it’s just a nosebleed. I’m as good as new… see?” Slate removed his hand to expose a red and swollen nose.

“Uhm, Slate… you’re out. Stay with W and be our eyes and ears on the ship.” I was already moving to the rear of the ship and ignored his efforts to persuade me to reconsider. “And hurry up. I want to see if there are any clues and get back here within two hours.”
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“I hate this world,” I said as I stepped forward, my EVA boots sinking half a foot into the sand. There wasn’t much worse than walking on sand while wearing a heavy space suit. The gravity was close to Earth’s, but even stronger, making the venture all the more strenuous. The only one not complaining was Suma, who weighed the least, and therefore had the easiest time maneuvering through the endless sandy landscape.

“I do as well, Dean,” Karo said. He pointed forward, and I squinted, attempting to decipher through the sandstorm. The winds had eased up, but not enough to make visibility a non-issue.

“What do you see?” I asked him. His voice carried into my earpiece. If we didn’t have them, we wouldn’t even have been able to hear one another a foot apart in the whistling wind.

“There’s something sticking out of the sand ahead.” Karo pointed again, and it came into my sight.

“I see it too,” Rulo said. She bounded ahead of us, and I struggled to keep up as sand battered against my helmet. “It’s one of ours. It’s a Keppe lifeboat!” she yelled.

I spotted it then, an elongated rectangle. A corner of it was jutting out from the sand; otherwise, it appeared like the lower half was concealed. It was heavily damaged, broken on one side.

Even though we’d found it, the trek across the rolling dunes took another ten minutes, and by the time we arrived at its edge, my legs were screaming at me. It was a good thing we trained every day, because I’d be on the ground covered by sand if I wasn’t in decent shape.

Rulo didn’t waste any time. She was at the hatch near the front of the lifeboat, prying it open with a hard tug. Karo assisted her to pull it open, displacing sand into a pile beside us.

“Hello!” she shouted in her language, the word translating for me. We piled into the crashed vessel, one after the other. Suma was last, and I helped her up and in before tugging the door closed. I could hear the incessant shrieking wind, but at least inside, I was protected from it.

“Hello!” I said in English, shaking sand off my suit. Rulo was already checking the front of the ship, and Karo and I went to the rear, while Suma went to the side of the door, where a computer sat lit up.

The lifeboat was only big enough for ten passengers and had basic functionality. It was meant for its namesake function. If things were dire, the Keppe could send some of the crew out to be saved in the vessel.

Karo was ahead of me, and he stopped suddenly as he neared the rear section of the ship. I’d been looking at the ground, and I bumped into him.

“Oh my,” Karo said, and I peered around him to see at least five dead. The ship was torn apart here, and sand was piling into the breach. The Keppe weren’t wearing armor suits, or even masks. They hadn’t survived the crash to the surface.

Rulo appeared and stepped around us, kneeling at the side of a fallen Keppe man. “This lifeboat is from Fortune. Why are they here, and crashed?” Her usually controlled voice wavered as she held the man’s hand in her gloved fingers.

“No one up front?” I asked.

“No one alive. Three more bodies, though,” she whispered.

“Perhaps we’ll find answers in their computer system,” Karo suggested.

“It won’t do any good standing here.” I glanced at the fallen Keppe and wished better for them. Rulo stayed behind, staring at her people’s lifeless bodies.

“Suma, anything usable?” I asked.

She stared with wide black eyes, nodding. “Dead?”

“Yes,” Karo answered, and she hung her head before tapping away at the console.

“The backup system is still working. I’ll download it all, and I think we can find some answers. At least partial ones.” Suma kept typing.

“Do you think we can determine where they came from?” I asked, and she nodded.

“It appears so,” she said.

The lifeboat might have crashed, and lives had been lost, but at least their efforts allowed us a clue into where Fortune was. I had to count it as a win. A sad moment, but a win nonetheless.

“Karo, let’s help Rulo bury her people and return to the ship,” I said.

By the time we entered onto the Kraski vessel, we were exhausted, weak, hungry, and melancholic, but we held some important information on a datastick in Suma’s possession. And none of us were willing to eat or shower until we knew where the lifeboat came from.

“Two hours, huh?” Slate gave me a playful jab with his elbow, and I rolled my eyes.

“I don’t have the patience for this at the moment. Can you grab us some coffee and see if W is done charging?” I asked, and watched Slate’s smile dissipate into a frown.

“You got it. For once, I’m glad I stayed behind,” he said.

Once we removed our dirty suits, we wound our way to the bridge, where Suma was already loading the stick into a port.

Data streamed onto the viewscreen with the tap of a button, and the group of us watched with keen interest as Suma made sense of it. Rulo sat beside her, identifying what files were important and what they didn’t need to access.

“Captain, it is good to see you all aboard,” Dubs said as he entered, followed by Slate with a carafe of coffee.

“Don’t forget to tip your waiter,” Slate said as he passed the cups around, each of us eagerly accepting the beverage with thanks. He set a plate of protein bars in front of us, and we chewed away at them as Suma found the map we’d been waiting for.

“There it is: the path this lifeboat has taken since being activated,” Suma said.

A map appeared on the viewscreen. The trajectory of the boat showed as a dotted line, ending on the desert world we currently sat in orbit around.

“All we have to do is follow the line, and we’ll find them,” Karo said.

“Or at least see where they were when they felt the need to send a boat off. If they used this boat, things were dire,” Rulo said.

“How many lifeboats does each Keppe exploration vessel hold?” I asked.

“Ten,” she answered.

“That’s not even enough for a quarter of the crew,” I said.

Her answer was honest: “In our experience, there’s rarely an occurrence where everyone has time to vacate a ship in danger. So we play the percentages.”

“What can we tell about the starting point?” Slate asked, pointing at the system where the dotted line originated.

Suma zoomed in, and we got a slightly better idea of the surroundings. “From this, we can see a few planets nearby, but the lifeboat’s sensors were limited. There’s no visible star near them.”

“This is the system without a star that Crul was telling us about. Beyond the edge of the universe, where at least four other vessels have gone and never returned.” I expected that number was a conservative one.

“I doubt it’s really the edge. Most Shimmal astrophysicists don’t believe there is an end…” Suma started, but I cut her off.

“I don’t want to fall into a philosophical discussion about the expanding universe. My brain can hardly keep up as it is. Let’s call it the unexplored side of the universe, then, for this purpose,” I said, feeling every step in the sand at that moment.

“The image doesn’t necessarily mean there’s no star in the system either. It might be out of range of the inadequate sensors,” Slate said.

“He’s not wrong,” Rulo said, not quite giving Slate’s estimation full confidence.

“At least we have a starting point. W, how long until arrival?” I asked, and Dubs leaned over Suma, keying the location into the console.

“We can be there in eleven days, fourteen hours, and …”

“Thanks, Dubs. I think that’s accurate enough.” I turned and slogged away, in search of a bed.

____________

It had been under two months since we’d first left New Spero for Haven, but it felt like so much longer since I’d held Jules in my arms and kissed my wife. I sat in the kitchen with a tablet, scrolling through images of my family while eating dinner, when Slate came and sat down. His nose was almost healed, and he pulled a chair to the table across from me.

“What are we eating? Green or red tonight?” he asked, peering at my plate.

“Green. I can’t stomach red anymore. I love the Keppe, but they have a limited palate, don’t they?” I pushed the plate away, leaving a third of the slop. I wasn’t sure even Maggie would enjoy this.

“I’ll have a red, then. Reminds me of spaghetti.” Slate got up and used the Kraski cooker to heat the food. “You miss them a lot.” He didn’t have to say who he meant.

“Yeah. It’s so weird, Slate. Remember when we were running around the galaxy, getting into trouble at every intersection? I wasn’t married, Magnus and Nat had just tied the knot, none of us had kids. Everything is so different now.”

“Not for me. I got to basically grow up and watch everyone around me dive headfirst into adult relationships. I still haven’t managed to do that.” His food was ready, and he plopped the plate onto the table, his red sauce steaming.

“You were so young. I pulled up to the cloaked base in New Mexico with Leslie and Terrance cuffed in the back. You took the keys and drove into the base. You remember that?” I asked.

“Of course I do. I was working for General Heart. He was a good man.” Slate looked older at that moment, with a bushy blond beard and a slight crinkling at his eyes as he smiled, thinking about the old general.

“He was a great man.”

“You were a legend, Dean. You, Mary, Natalia and Magnus. When I found out you were coming to our base, I was nervous to meet you.” Slate was eating slowly, his eyes distant and reminiscent.

“Nervous to meet me. If only you knew back then.”

“What? That we’d become best friends? That I’d have to save your life more times than I can count on my two hands?” He laughed, and I joined him.

“Yeah. All of that. It’s been quite a ride, hasn’t it, buddy?” I stuck a fist across the table, and he clenched his big hand, bumping it.

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Slate said.

“Me neither. You ever think about trying to settle down again?” I asked. I’d tiptoed around the subject for the last few years, ever since I’d had to kill Denise. It wasn’t an easy topic to bring up with him.

“I do. Maybe I should put myself out there again. Damn Denise. I can’t even blame her, really. It was Lom. Him and his brainwashed hybrids. How did you get over it?” Slate asked, and I realized we hadn’t talked about my previous relationship in a long time. It was easier that way, but I owed him this.

“I didn’t get over it. I moved on. Janine will always be a part of me, but honestly, my heart doesn’t miss any of it. It hasn’t for a long time.”

“It’s easier when you have Mary,” he said.

“You can find your Mary, then.” I gave him a grin, and he kept eating.

“Maybe. I have had my eye on this woman on Earth. She’s out of the New York complex. Maybe I’ll go visit when we’re back.” Slate was finally opening up.

“We need to talk about things like this more, Slate. We’re brothers. It doesn’t always have to be about how many slugs we each killed or didn’t kill. Sometimes it can be about these kinds of subjects,” I said.

“I hear you… brother.” He winked at me, and I threw a crumpled napkin at him. “You ready for tomorrow?”

Tomorrow was the day we arrived in the system of no return. “I hope so. With any luck, we’ll find them sitting there waiting for us,” I said, knowing that was a lot to ask.

“If only. Thanks for the chat. Any chance you want to lose another game of cribbage?” he asked with a smirk.

“I’d be happy to show you how it’s done…again. You’d think you’d have learned by now.” I picked up the tablet, took one last look at an image of my wife and Jules, and switched the screen to the crib board.

Slate was already shuffling, and we settled in for an evening of cards.


Eighteen

“We are officially on the outer edges of the system we are calling UES, or unexplored side, as per our captain’s orders,” W said, making me sound like a dictator.

“I didn’t… never mind. What are we looking at?” I asked, waiting for the system’s radar scanners to advise us of any vessels nearby.

“Boss, may I suggest something?” Slate asked as he stared at the dark space beyond on the viewscreen.

“Slate, since when do you ask first? Go for it,” I urged.

“We don’t know what’s here. Obviously there’s something dangerous, and that could be an anomaly or an enemy. I suggest we go in cloaked, so we can investigate without being targeted.” Slate rested his hands on his hips.

“Good call. W, cloak us. That will pull the power from our shields, but if no one sees us coming, they can’t fire on us.” The cloak also wiped our ID and electronics from sensors, so we were essentially going in dark.

“Cloaking drive activated. Shields at minimal protection, but it will be enough for small debris, should we encounter any,” W said.

“We’re picking up two of the system’s planets from here, Dean,” Suma said. “I’ve been tracking the closest one for as long as I could, and now have an estimation of its trajectory.”

“What good does that do?” Rulo asked.

“It’s going to tell me if the planet is indeed orbiting anything, or if they’re now freely floating through space,” Suma answered.

“Explain, Suma,” I suggested.

“If the star actually disappeared, the planets would cease to orbit anything. They need the gravitational pull from the mass of the star for the orbit to function. If it’s gone, they should be free in space. What I did find was interesting.” Suma tapped on the console, bringing up an image across the right side of the viewscreen. “This planet still appears to be orbiting something.”

“And that’s bizarre?” I asked.

“If there’s no star, then yes,” she replied.

“Then we’d better check out the center of this solar system,” Slate said.

“I concur. Let’s find out what’s waiting for us. If Magnus arrived here, that’s where he would have gone,” I said.

“That’s where they would all have gone, and now Fortune is missing, along with at least four other ships, according to Kimtra.” Rulo’s arms were crossed, and she was frowning as she stared at the image of the planet moving along a plotted line.

“We will arrive in over three days,” W informed us. The entire trip would have taken us a year if we’d flown from Keppe, but we’d had the luxury of cutting the trip’s time by using the portals to navigate to the Traders’ world.

The stones were failing, and we had no idea how long it would be before they failed completely. We either had to find a way to power them while deprived of the Theos inside or we’d end up living without them. There were still some ways of ascending from point A to point B, and I had the portals from Fontem to work with. Clare was trying to duplicate the system, but so far had come up blank. The technology was hard to deconstruct and reverse-engineer.

If the stones ceased working entirely, we wouldn’t be able to move from Haven to New Spero to Earth with the quick jumps, and that was going to cause issues for our race. But maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing. Mary and I could live out the rest of our days on New Spero, or even at the farmhouse on Earth. Maybe I was looking at it the wrong way. Perhaps the stones fading was a good thing for me.

I pushed the thought from my mind. It wasn’t. We’d built too much, entrusted vast energy into our new relationships to let it slip away now. It was months to travel between Earth and New Spero, and we’d flown to Haven once, but only through a wormhole that stole years from us.

And what of the Gatekeepers? Their main function was traveling to portal worlds, exploring, cataloging, making contact with new races. Without the stones, they basically became inessential. I already wondered how many of our Gatekeepers had used the portals, only to end up on the wrong world. The “crossed wires” were likely wreaking havoc on the entire team.

We needed a solution, and fast.

“Dean, are you okay?” Karo asked.

I was standing in the middle of the bridge, rubbing my temples and muttering. “I’m fine. I was thinking about the stones again.”

“We have time. Let’s discuss this in the other room,” Karo said.

“Call me if anything pops up,” I told the rest of the team and followed Karo to the kitchen.

We sat opposite one another, and I cut to the chase. “Karo, tell me the truth. The Theos are disappearing from the portal stones. What do you know about it?” I’d seen the way he stared at the glowing crystals, the profound sadness in his eyes. I used to think it was his loneliness, but there was more to it.

“The Theos are already dead, Dean. They don’t sing inside the stones any longer. I cannot access them as we once did. With the Iskios gone, they’re disappearing too.”

“How much longer before they aren’t operational?” I asked.

He shrugged and swept his long white hair over his shoulder. “There’s no way for me to know that. I’m surprised they work at all.”

“We have the device from J-NAK. That seems to work.” I leaned my elbows onto the tabletop and rested my head in my hands.

“And it may continue to solve the issue. I’m not sure, though. I suspect they’ll stop working eventually,” Karo said. “Even with the Modifier.”

“I think there are going to be some Gatekeepers out there unable to get home,” I said, wishing there was more I could do.

“One thing at a time, Dean. We’re here right now, and Magnus and Natalia need us. We can deal with the next thing once we return home with our friends.” Karo’s stare was hard and confident.

“What are you feeling about this? Planets orbiting nothing? It isn’t scientifically possible. They need something with mass, don’t they?” I asked him.

“As far as I’m aware, you are correct, but we’ve seen enough that goes beyond the scope of science for me to really judge what is and isn’t possible. We have three days to travel and find out if Fortune is still there or not,” he said.

“And what do you think?”

Karo gave as good an answer as I could expect at that moment: “I think there are too many unknowns to guess.”

“Want to go work out?” I asked. My body was filled with nervous energy, and so was Karo’s, judging by his fidgeting hands.

Karo gave me a good-natured mocking smile. “Sure. I’d be happy to give you another try at the mats.”

____________

“You’re saying the star would be visible and taking up half of our viewscreen at this point?” I was encouraging W to reiterate what he’d said.

“That is correct. I don’t know what classification, but we have used the size of the planets and their trajectories to determine what size and type of star would affect them in their current pattern. It is probably an orange dwarf.”

“Does that help us in any way?” I asked, irritated that we were only a few hours from the position where the lifeboat had detached from Fortune.

“My father says it’s always good to have all the facts,” Suma said, hurt evident in her voice.

“Suma, it’s fine, I was only wondering. Is there nothing showing up on the radars?” I asked, and W advised me that there had been no change.

“What happened to them?” I asked no one.

“Results are coming,” Suma said, typing away at the console.

“What results?” I asked.

“We sent a series of transmissions out toward the location where the star would have been,” she said.

“What would that do?” I stood behind Suma’s chair and watched as data streamed onto the computer screen.

“I had an idea about the entire scenario.” She rotated the chair to face me, while the data kept compiling. “I had a feeling that perhaps the star remained, but was invisible. That might give us a clue.”

She turned and let out a series of Shimmali squawks and clicks. I picked up a few of them and leaned forward. “Good news?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. It appears as though the mass of the star exists, but the star itself doesn’t. This makes absolutely no sense,” Suma said, tapping away at the console.

“Perhaps the transmissions are false,” W offered.

“No. It doesn’t look like it. There’s no heat being given off, so that rules out cloaking… maybe. There are too many variables we don’t have the answers to,” Suma said.

“W, don’t get too close. What if Magnus set a course for the star that wasn’t there, and it destroyed him? We can’t let that happen to us. It’s kind of ironic, isn’t it?”

“What is?” Suma asked.

“We’re cloaked and looking for an invisible star,” I said without any mirth.

I went and woke up Karo, Rulo, and Slate, and advised them of what Suma had found. By the time everyone was on the bridge, we were closing in on the end of our planned journey: the starting point of the crashed Keppe lifeboat. This system was the epitome of black space, and if I had any choice, I would have turned around and raced toward the Traders’ world.

“Captain, I’m picking up an anomaly on the sensors,” W said.

“What is it?” Slate asked.

“I’m not sure.” W zoomed in the viewscreen until we were able to see a colorful display some distance from our current position. “It appears to be a nebula.”

It wasn’t as large as some nebulae I’d seen before, but it was dense; dark green clouds of gas stared back at us. “Where did it come from?” Karo was walking past me to watch the image of the beautiful sight.

“We don’t know. It wasn’t there one moment; the next it was,” Suma answered.

“This is it,” I said, as if the entire mystery had been solved in a matter of seconds.

“What is what?” This from Slate.

“Things are vanishing from the system, and a colorful nebula arrives as soon as we reach the spot where Magnus’ ship sat only two months ago. Either it’s coming for us or it expects us to come to it.” I was so sure I was onto something with my theory.

“It’s an interstellar cloud of dust and gases, not an entity,” Suma said.

“Would it be the strangest thing we’ve ever seen?” I waited for an answer, and when it didn’t come, I continued. “If the star is still here, or at least its hidden mass is, then who’s to say that Magnus isn’t here as well?”

“How could he be here? Do you see Fortune on the sensors?” Rulo asked.

“No, and we don’t see the star either. What if this nebula is causing vessels and stars, maybe planets, to disappear to sensors and to our eyes? I’ll agree that it might not even be a nefarious supervillain, just an inert nebula with odd characteristics,” I said.

I expected to receive a little flak for my suggestions, so I was surprised to get some positive responses. “You might be right, Dean,” Suma said. “The lifeboat’s tracking began from over there.” She pointed to the viewscreen, and an icon glowed on it in the rough shape of a Keppe boat.

“Can you try the transmission test again to see if there’s a ship there on some plane or another?” I asked, and Suma nodded.

We waited as she sent out a signal, seeing if it bounced off any object or if it pushed straight through. “Nothing,” she said, “but his ship was a lot smaller than trying to hit a star. I’ll keep trying. If the ship is here in this vicinity in some form, we’ll find it.”

I stared at the nebula in the distance, and it sat there in space, wide and unmoving. “Is that thing big enough to swallow a star?” I asked quietly.

“It doesn’t look like it. Actually, now that we’ve watched it for a while, I’d say this is unlike any nebula on record. It’s moving, and fast.” Suma was right. The clouds were rolling, and it almost appeared that bolts of energy were flashing in its core.

“That can’t be a good sign,” Slate said.

Karo pointed at it. “This is no nebula. Dean was right in his assumption. It wants us. I can feel it.”

That same feeling in the pit of my stomach began to grow as I watched it. There was nothing friendly or aloof about the lifeless cloud of dust. This was something more. Much more.

“Suma, hurry up with those tests.” I said it softly, worried that alarm would ring out with my voice. If Magnus was nearby, trapped in a non-visible state, I wanted to know before the dancing dark green cloud raced toward us. “I really wish we had those probes now.” I crossed my arms, trying to think of an alternative to send into the maw of the beast.

“Come with me. We might have something in the cargo bay that will work,” Rulo said, and I followed her to the rear of the ship.

“I think I know where you’re going, Dean. You want to send something into the nebula and see where it leads.” Rulo began moving crates, opening a few before she appeared to find what she was looking for.

“A nebula doesn’t have a mouth or opening to transport anything through it. If the object flies past the cloud and to the other side, we know it isn’t related. What do you have in mind?” I was curious, and confused when she pulled out a small box.

“This is a tracker drone. We use them on ground missions. If we program a target into them, they follow it, above tree lines, underwater. Anywhere the target goes, this will follow,” she said. It was even smaller than the palm-sized light-drone I’d used on the asteroid, and I watched as Rulo powered it up.

“That’s tiny.” It was the size of a field mouse. “Good for reconnaissance.”

“It records everything, and this” – she held up an arm-strap console – “intercepts instant feeds from it, so we always have visual, anticipated body temp, whatever we need. Pretty great, isn’t it?”

“And you can control it from there?” I pointed to the small strapped console.

“Yes.”

I smiled. At least we had something to test the colorful space cloud with.

“Dean, you’re going to want to see this,” Suma’s voice carried over the ship’s speakers.

We jogged to the bridge, and if my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me, our friend the nebula was growing larger on the screen. “What did you find?” I asked.

Suma spun in the chair and stared at me with her big dark eyes. “There was pushback.”

She showed me an image on her console of a series of dots going out in a net. They hit a surface, and some kept moving above and below, but others remained stagnant. The end result was the shape of a space ship.

My heart beat quickly in my chest. We’d done it. “Can you run measurements?”

“I already did. The length matches Fortune.”


Nineteen

Two days had passed, and we weren’t any closer to having answers than we’d been when Suma told me her discovery. It was so frustrating to be in such close proximity to them, without the ability to contact them or solidify their existence.

We were all cramped into the kitchen, W and Karo standing along the wall so we had enough seats.

“Are they really there? That’s the question. Is that a stamp of what was, and for some reason, the imprint is still there, like the star?” I asked the theoretical question again. The truth was, none of us knew.

We’d approached the location of the ship and passed through it. Apparently, the shadow of the ship didn’t give it substance. It was like Fortune had become a ghost.

Slate took a bite of the remains of dinner and ran his hands through his hair, leaning back in his chair. “We have to test the nebula,” he said.

“I don’t know why we insist on calling it that. It’s clearly nothing of the sort.” Suma was becoming frustrated too. This whole mission had us on edge; none of us had been able to benefit from a good night’s rest since the discovery.

“Then what would you call it?” Slate asked her.

“I don’t know. The Cloud. The Void. The eater of hopes and dreams!” She shouted the last bit, and I raised a hand.

“I know morale is low, and we’re all tired. Let’s not let our emotions get out of hand. Fine, Suma, for your sake, let’s call the distortion the Cloud. Slate, I agree. It’s time we send Rulo’s tracking drone through the Cloud. I’m sorry it took me so long to make this decision. I was hoping to be able to contact the ghost ship before we attempted anything against the colorful adversary.”

“You think it’s responsible now?” Karo asked me.

“I do. There’s no other explanation. It’s coming for us, moving slowly over two days, but according to W, it’s picked up speed three times, only to decelerate to a common drift toward us. That means it’s capable of moving of its own volition,” I said.

“And this tracking drone. Do you think it will be able to return to us?” Karo was full of questions tonight, but not many suggestions.

I shook my head. “No. I don’t think it will, but maybe we’ll learn some important information about it in the process.”

“What if we learn nothing?” Karo asked.

I was fed up with his questions. “If you have something to say, spit it out.”

The room was tense, and Karo’s eyes softened. “Stay with me, Dean. I’m leading somewhere.”

“If we learn nothing, we’ve neither gained nor lost anything. We stay for a while and try to find a way to contact Magnus.” I drank the dredges of coffee from my cup. It was cold and bitter, but I didn’t care. It was fueling my exhausted mind.

Karo asked another one. “And if it disappears inside the Cloud, never to return?”

“Then we know what happened to Magnus and the others. Probably the star too,” Suma answered for me.

“I know where you’re leading, Karo. You want to know if we’ll be going into the Cloud if we think that’s where Magnus and Natalia ended up.” My cup lowered to the table with a louder bang than I intended. Slate jumped at the startling sound. “I don’t know. That’ll be a new discussion.”

Rulo stood up, the chair battering against the kitchen wall as her bulky frame shrank the room. “What are we waiting for, then? No time like this moment to shoot off the drone.”

Five minutes later, Rulo released it through the containment field at the belly of our ship, controlling it with deft fingertips. For a woman with substantial muscles and armored skin, she had a light touch on the controls.

After the ramp was closed and sealed, we moved the party to the bridge, where the massive Cloud loomed closer with each passing moment. We’d considered moving away from it, and W programmed the ship to do just that, should it settle within two thousand kilometers of our position.

“How far away is it now?” Slate asked W.

“It’s twelve thousand, five hundred and eleven kilometers from us,” W answered.

Rulo pulled a stick from the side of her armband console and passed it to Suma. “Plug this into the universal adapter you have jury-rigged on that thing. We’ll push the feed onto the viewscreen.”

Seconds later, we were intercepting a live feed from the miniscule tracking drone as it propelled toward the great Cloud. It was getting larger and darker the nearer it got to us, adding to the tension. It showed us nothing but the rumbling clouds and shades of moss green, energy within cracking sporadically. This was a big bad ball of energy, and it was coming for us.

Not much happened as the drone shot quickly across the expanse between us and the Cloud, until it was a thousand kilometers away. Rulo tried maneuvering it, but the drone began to spin out of control. “It’s being sucked in now. I’ve lost control.”

“I don’t see a vortex or singularity. This is the strangest black hole slash nebula in existence,” Suma said.

We all watched with fraying nerves as the drone’s feed kept showing us the spinning colors and blazing lightning within the Cloud. For a second, I was reminded of the Iskios vortex, but this was different, far different.

“I’m glad Mary’s not here,” I whispered.

“So am I,” Slate said.

“Drone is sending pressure and temperature data. It’s cold. Colder than expected.” Rulo’s voice rose, even though we weren’t hearing any sound from the stream.

I had to avert my eyes. The constant rotating was doing nothing to calm my already nervous stomach.

“It’s entering the Cloud’s perimeter,” Suma warned. We’d determined the Cloud was five hundred kilometers deep, and twice as wide and tall. Not something to be messed with.

I glanced up, and the feed was now a mess of dust, debris, colorful gases, and crackling energy.

“It continues to send readings,” Rulo said.

“Can we make use of anything?” I asked.

“Not yet, Captain. Perhaps once we have time to analyze the results.” W was typing away on the console, his fingers moving faster than my brain could decipher.

Instantly, the room’s mood changed, and the viewscreen side with the livestream went black before the Cloud took over the entire screen again. “It’s gone,” Slate and I said at the exact same moment.

“It’s gone.” Rulo unstrapped the control from her arm and dropped it to the floor.

____________

“What did we learn?” I was on the bridge with Suma, alone for the time being. We’d been through all our options countless times at this point, and we’d also moved away from the Cloud on three occasions. We were spinning our wheels out here, but the good news was, we hadn’t been swallowed by the Cloud yet. I was clinging to the small victories.

Suma listed the items off. “We learned what the temperature was inside the Cloud, and what percentage of gases it’s composed of, and the relative pressure within and around the anomaly.”

“But nothing to help us learn what’s on the other side.” Our seats were facing each other, and Suma wasn’t meeting my eyes as I watched her. “What is it?” I asked.

“I really thought we could help. I was so sure that if we assembled this team of you, me, and Slate, like the good old days, that we’d come out here and bring Magnus and Natalia home, along with the kids and the Keppe crew. But here we are, a week in-system, with no answers.” Suma seemed ready to cry, and I reached across, grabbing her shoulder.

“Chin up, Suma. I’m sorry if I’ve been a little short lately. I want the same thing as you do; as all of us do. Under any other circumstance, I’d probably be storming inside the damned Cloud to see what happens and figure a way out after the fact,” I said.

“But…”

“But I can’t do that any longer, and I can’t ask any of you to either. Plus, we only have one ship.” I let go of her, and she finally met my gaze.

“We could leave and come back, then head in,” she suggested.

I’d thought the same thing the night before as I stared at my ceiling instead of sleeping. It was all catching up to me. I had to cut the caffeine for a day and get some rest, or I wasn’t going to last much longer.

“We could do that, but it might be too late then. Magnus is here. We know there’s some weird stuff going on that we don’t understand, but his ship’s outline is there, as is the missing star’s. If only I could figure it out.” I squeezed the communicator in my hand. It was the same one we’d used when Leonard and I went to the Bhlat home world after we first landed on New Spero, and the others were in captivity above Earth after the Bhlat were threatening a takeover.

Now I had one side, and Magnus had the other; only they were proving useless across this Cloud barrier that seemed to separate us from each other’s plane or dimension, or whatever it was really called.

Suma nodded to it. “Have you tried it today?”

I shook my head. “Hasn’t worked any other day. Why should it now?”

“I don’t know. We can’t give up, Dean. That’s all I know. Magnus would never give up,” she said as her eyes went wide and she gave me a sad smile.

“You’re right. Did he give up when we were stuck on Sterona?” I asked.

“Nope. He traded with the Keppe so he could come rescue us. And that very trade got him where he is today.” Suma sat up in her chair, her posture improving as we chatted.

I flipped the communicator around in my hand. “What the hell. Can’t hurt.” I tapped the icon and smiled at Suma. She was such a great young woman, and Mary and my lives were much richer for having her around. Even now she was able to lift my spirits. “Magnus, come in. It’s Dean. We’re outside the anomaly and know you’re nearby. Where are you? Come in, Magnus.”

It stayed silent in my hand. “See. Nothing…”

“Dean! You’re here…” The voice cut off, but there was no mistaking my Scandinavian friend’s voice.

“Magnus!”

“…inside… can’t leave… don’t…”

“Don’t what?” I was standing up, pacing the bridge, Suma right beside me.

“Dean. Don’t come for us…” His voice was hard but fearful. I knew his protective tone like the back of my hand.

“We can’t do that. We’re coming for you!” I said into it, but the call was over. “Magnus!” I shouted into it, but the connection was lost.

The others must have heard my shouting, because they all raced to the bridge, surrounding me. My heart was in my throat, and I passed Suma the communicator like it might burn my hand.

“He’s alive. They’re alive!” I shouted, finally letting an ounce of joy press through the stress and pain.

“What happened?” Slate yelled. He was in his underwear, and Rulo rolled her eyes at him.

“I tried to reach him like I have every other day, but this time, he answered. He’s alive. He said they were inside, and that they can’t leave, right, Suma?” I was pacing frantically, and I was sure that my heart would never reach a normal pulse rate again.

“He also said, ‘don’t come for us’,” Suma told the group.

“It doesn’t matter. That was his papa bear mentality kicking in. He’s stuck on the other side, or in limbo in some unknown place, and doesn’t want us to join them,” I said.

“But we have to,” Slate said.

“We have to,” Rulo said too. It was her people’s ship, and there were far more Keppe on board than humans. She would have been told by Lord Crul to bring them back at any cost. Rulo wasn’t leaving until we did just that.

Karo broke his silence. He stood the farthest away, one foot on the bridge and one in the hall. “There are so many variables you haven’t contemplated, Dean. What if the Cloud destroys us? What if it sends us to a different place than it sent Fortune? What…”

“What if we play the what-if game all night and never end up anywhere? Karo, we owe him this. At least I do,” I said.

Slate’s chin lifted proudly. “So do I.”

“Me too. He’s our friend,” Suma said.

“Very well. I only want to be the voice of reason on an otherwise passion-fueled crew. I fully agree we should attempt this rescue.” Karo stepped onto the bridge and put his big arm around my shoulder.

“Someone should go power Dubs up, I guess,” Slate said with a laugh.

The entire mood had gone from devastation to hope, but Karo was right. Just because we got a communication from Magnus, it didn’t mean we were going to be able to pull this off. Still, we had to try.

I walked to the corner of the bridge and stared at the Cloud through the viewscreen. It appeared to be moving faster, almost as if it knew our plans. “Forgive me, Mary. You’d do the same thing, babe. I know you would. It’s Magnus and Nat. They need our help, like we needed theirs not so long ago. I guarantee they didn’t hesitate to rescue us off Sterona. Little Dean, who isn’t so little any longer. We need to see how he and Patty end up. We need to raise Jules beside our friends.” I was talking to my wife, who was so far away at that moment, but I was sure part of her was feeling my urgency.

Dubs walked onto the bridge and turned his head, looking around at all our faces. “What did I miss?”


Twenty

I woke up feeling well-rested for the first time in weeks. As much as I’d pushed for us to leave as soon as we were all assembled on the bridge, the crew wouldn’t let me make that decision. Instead, they forced me to take a sleeping pill and go to bed. It had been the right call, because I had more energy and a calmness over my mind that had been gone for some time.

“Today’s the day, buddy,” I told Magnus. “We’re coming to get you, Natalia.” I pictured the reunion and imagined the look of consternation on Magnus’ face when he found out I’d ignored his warnings.

I slipped into a clean jumpsuit, threw on my boots, and headed for the bridge, where everyone was already gathered.

“It’s time?” I asked.

“We were going to leave without you, but Suma thought you’d want to be here for this part.” Slate poked me in the arm with his finger, and I slapped it away.

“How long was I out?” I asked.

“Twelve hours,” Slate said.

“You could have woken me up!” Twelve hours. If I didn’t feel so well-rested, I would have complained more. “Any chance he used the communicator again?”

“Nothing. Squat. We’ve tried every ten minutes, but it hasn’t worked,” Slate answered.

The Cloud was massive in the viewscreen now. “We’re going to head along the same path that the tracking drone took. It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes to be in position.”

I was glad I’d slept until that moment. Otherwise, I’d have been a nervous wreck in anticipation of traversing into the Cloud. No one spoke as we watched the approach. Suma and W were in the front two seats, and the rest of us strapped ourselves tightly to the rear wall. The drone had spun into the Cloud, and if that happened to us, we’d be thrown around, even with the inertia dampeners.

Our ship coasted toward the target and soon, the Cloud took up the entire screen. I stood at the edge of the bridge with straps wrapped around my chest and stared into the maw of the beast. An electrical storm raged around us, a few energy beams striking the shields. We’d removed the cloaking device because we already knew the Cloud was aware of our position. It had been following us.

“Remember to cloak as soon as we’re through, unless we instantly see a need for our shields,” I shouted, my voice loud over the silent bridge.

W was quick to reply, “I am ready, Captain.”

As expected, the ship began to spin, caught in the power of the anomaly. It was like we were being flushed from one dimension to another. We spun slowly at first, then picked up speed. I had to close my eyes as the pressure built up, the straps digging into my body. Slate groaned beside me, and Rulo let out a war cry two spots over. Karo didn’t make a peep on my other side, and I wondered if he’d blacked out.

Then it was over, the spinning slowed as W controlled the thrusters again, and I opened my eyes to see white dots dancing around the edges of my vision.

“Did we make it?” Slate asked.

“We made it. No initial threats, Captain. Shields activated.” W’s voice was thin in my ringing ears.

I unstrapped myself and fell to the floor in a heap. Slate had the decency to laugh at me.

On uneasy legs, I got up and pulled his strap buckles free with a smile. He poured to the floor much like I had. “I deserved that, boss,” Slate said, taking my offered hand.

“What are we looking at?” I asked, walking in zigzags to the front of the bridge.

“It appears as though we are somewhere else, but at the same place. The location reads identically, but… as you can see.” W rotated the ship, revealing a planet. A star burned hotly in the distance.

“Amazing. Suma, is that star…” I started to ask.

“In the same position as the missing star in our dimension? Yes. Yes, it is.” Suma watched me with fear in her eyes.

I rested a hand on her shoulder. “We’re going to be okay, Suma. This world” – I pointed to the red-tinged planet – “is populated! I can see lights from here.”

“You are correct. This planet is occupied,” W said.

“Occupied.” Karo was beside me, watching with interest. “What’s that on the radar?”

“I apologize, Captain. The telemetry scans did not activate. They must have been fried in the transport. I do see vessels. At least three of them, congregating close by.” W was tapping on his console.

“Slate, where’s the communicator?” I asked, and he pulled it from his pocket, passing it to me.

“Here goes nothing.” I activated the line. “Magnus, come in. Dean here.”

“It’s a Keppe ship, Dean,” Suma said as the readouts arrived. “It’s them!”

“Dean Parker, I warned you not to come!” Magnus yelled through the communicator’s speaker.

“We had no choice,” I assured him.

“What the hell? How did you even find us? Never mind. We see you on the scanner. Come aboard. We have a lot to discuss,” Magnus said.

“We’re on our way.” My hand trembled slightly as I held the communicator. We’d done it, only now we were trapped on the other side, and Magnus had been here for over two months without finding a way to return.

“We’ll figure it out together,” Suma said, as if reading my mind.

“Dean?” Magnus started.

“Yes?”

“Thanks. Thanks for coming,” he said.

“That’s what we do for each other, brother,” I replied. “How long until we’re there?”

W answered. “Twelve minutes.”

“Good. Enough time to splash some cold water on my face and have something to eat.” My knees were weak, and I had to give my stomach something before we got to Magnus and Natalia. “W, find out what you can about the other ships near Fortune while we’re waiting.”

“I am on it, Captain.” W returned to work on his console, and I stared forward at the planet.

“We did it.” Rulo clapped Slate on the back. “Somehow we found them! We should be celebrating!”

Slate hugged the big Keppe woman, and Suma was up now, joining in.

“You’re correct, Rulo. Right now, we rejoice at having found them, and we’ll deal with the consequences later. Great work, everyone. Magnus might be upset with us for his own reasons, but don’t take his rebuking to heart. He would have done the same thing to rescue us.” I beheld the crew, seeing the mix of characters at my side. This was how it was supposed to be done, not going rogue like I had when looking for Mary. Back then, I thought I needed to do it on my own, for selfish reasons.

But we were stronger as a group, and all of these people knew it. Rulo was crying, and I knew she had friends that she was going to reunite with aboard Fortune. It was odd to see tears streaming from her snake eyes, down the scar on her cheek.

We’d done it. But there was so much we didn’t know about what it entailed.

____________

We emerged off our ship and into the hangar on the Keppe vessel Fortune. It was a big ship, and our small Kraski vessel fit easily inside, nestled between two lifeboats. My boots met the grated metal floor of the hangar with a clank, and I was surprised to see Magnus and Natalia weren’t there.

A Keppe crew member was by the corridor entrance, and he lifted a hand in greeting. Seconds later, Magnus’ big frame pushed through the doorway, followed by Natalia. They ran to us, concern and relief radiating from their faces.

Slate and I met them in the middle of the hangar, and Magnus wrapped his thick arms around me, threatening to crush me in an embrace. Slate was spinning around with Natalia in his grasp, and everyone was laughing.

We switched, and Natalia pulled my face into her shoulder, and she finally spoke. “Dean Parker, I can’t believe you made it here. Thank you. Thank you for coming to find us.”

I held her at arm’s length and smiled at her. “No thank yous necessary.”

“Is Mary here?” she asked, and I shook my head.

“Mary’s on New Spero with Jules. We thought it was a better idea if we waited until Jules was at least five to bring her on rescue missions,” I joked.

“Where are we?” Suma was here, and the rest of the group greeted the married couple.

“We’ll get into all of that inside. Dean, didn’t you intercept my warning about not coming?” Magnus was frowning.

“Did you really think that would stop us from flying into the Cloud?” I asked.

“The Cloud?” Natalia asked.

“That’s what we called the dark green nebula,” Suma said.

“I guess I knew you were going to come anyways. I wasn’t actually sure you got my communication at all. How did it work through…” Magnus pointed toward the exterior wall. “All this?”

“Sometimes the universe gives us a win. Come on, Magnus, let’s find somewhere to talk. You can fill us in on what’s going on.” I was so glad to see them safe and healthy. Other than some sleep deprivation evident by the bags under his eyes, which I also had, Magnus appeared well.

The corridors of the Keppe ship were tall and wide, big enough to accommodate three of the large people consecutively, and I found the added space comforting. After being on the compact Kraski ship with so many crew members for the last few weeks, I could finally breathe.

Rulo stopped and chatted excitedly with a few Keppe along the way, and I knew she’d be getting the scoop from their point of view. I’d be sure to have her fill me in later.

We ended up in a room much like the one in which we’d first met Admiral Yope on Starbound, and I took a seat beside the head of the table, where Magnus plopped to a seat and swiveled from side to side in his chair while the rest of our crew got settled. Natalia was opposite me, and she kept staring at me like I was the last face she’d ever expected to see. The door opened again, and an old Keppe woman poked her head in. I heard the familiar jangle of dog collars, and I pushed off my chair, crouching low.

Carey ran at me, his ears flopping side to side, and he barreled into me, knocking me on my butt. “Carey!” The elderly cocker rubbed his head into my legs and climbed my lap to lick my face.

“We thought you might want to see your old friend,” Nat said.

Charlie, Maggie’s brother, bounced around, yipping and trying to make it past Carey to say hi to me. I stayed there petting the dogs for far too long, telling Carey how much I missed him, and how glad I was to see him so active and healthy-looking.

“He’s had a few Keppe Nanoshots. They use them for animals, keeping their pets healthy for longer than they’d otherwise have been. He was sick a year or so ago, and we had no choice. He’s like a puppy again,” Magnus said, and I could see it in the dog’s gait. He was in amazing shape for such an old canine.

“I can’t believe I’m here with you guys. Mary would love to see these pups.” Saying her name, and seeing Carey, was giving me all the more drive to find a way to go home.

Eventually, I had to pick myself up off the floor and settle into my chair. Carey found a spot to rest between Magnus and my feet. Charlie sat directly on Nat’s feet across from us.

“Did you bring the dogs to double-check if it was really me?” I laughed, and Natalia didn’t quite deny it with a smile.

“Da, I know, Dean. It’s… been a hard couple of months.”

“How are the kids?” I asked, anxious to hear about them.

“They’re fine. Everyone on board is fine, Dean. But we have no way of escape. We’re stuck. There’s no Cloud on this side to send us away,” Magnus answered.

“Who do the other ships belong to?” Slate asked.

“They’re explorers like us,” Magnus answered.

“How many?” I knew there were a few ships.

“Hundreds. Hundreds of vessels have arrived here over the centuries.” Magnus grabbed a device from the tabletop and brought up an image on a wall screen. Everyone turned to look at the feed of the nearby planet. “This is where they end up.”

“On the planet?” I clued in, finally. “Wait, are you saying that the Cloud sucked hundreds of ships through it, and now they’re populating the planet?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” Magnus tapped the controls, and the image slowly zoomed from a vantage well out of orbit, until it showed us a city from above. “The various races ended up accepting their fate and elected to populate the system. Recent records show over a billion various beings on the world today.”

Slate let out a low whistle. “And how many alien races?”

Natalia shrugged. “We don’t know. Over a hundred. There are Deltra, Padlog, Terellion, and even a race of telepathic bird-people, like Regnig. It’s quite amazing. Suma, there’s an entire Shimmali population down there.”

“There is? Wait until my father hears…” Suma stopped after realizing he might never find out. He might also never know what became of his daughter.

This was huge news, but I didn’t know what to do with it. My shoulders slumped as my thoughts drifted to the future. “All of these beings, all of these minds, and no one’s ever found a way to leave? How can that be?”

“There is no way to leave, Dean. That’s why I was warning you.” Magnus clicked the screen off and turned to me. “Our lifeboat, is that how you found us?”

“In a matter of speaking. Why did you send them off?” I asked before telling him their fate.

“We were on the other side, trying to understand where the damned star went, and the nebula, or the Cloud as you’re calling it, jumped right in front of us. It moved so quickly, we had no time to escape its clutches. We fired off a lifeboat, hoping it would be able to break free and search for help.”

Magnus’ explanation made sense. “That’s why it was damaged. We found it crash-landed. I’m sorry, they were dead.” I told him the news, and Magnus banged his hand against the table with a thud.

Suma spoke up, breaking the tension. “We used their trajectory to determine the starting point of their trip, which brought us here.”

“Good work, but now I’m afraid you’re stuck on the other side with us.” Magnus rubbed his temples, and Natalia rubbed his forearm gently.

“This isn’t over. We’ll figure it out.” Everyone in the room wore somber faces, as if the idea of never going home had struck them at the same time. “What about flying away?”

“We haven’t tried, but that’s only because we’ve heard countless times that there’s nothing else out here. Only the darkness of space. It’s almost as if someone created this place: a star, a planet, and a ship-sucking nebula on the other side to send patrons their way,” Magnus said.

“Who is this someone?” Karo asked.

“No one has ever seen signs of one responsible for creating this dimensional shift. Maybe the Cloud is a naturally-occurring disturbance. Who knows? Or perhaps some being set it up a million years ago and died a long time ago,” Magnus said.

“We were considering heading planetside eventually. We’ve already been down there to one of the cities. It was… interesting but liveable,” Nat said. If she’d given up hope, then I could understand why the fire was blown out of Magnus.

“You said there are many races on the surface. Are there any… Theos?” Karo’s eyes were wide, and I could feel the hope emanating from his chest.

“I’m sorry. I actually checked. No one matched your description, and there’s nothing on record regarding your people,” Magnus told him.

“I understand. I was expecting that answer,” Karo said.

A light bulb went off in the dark corners of my mind. “Wait. Is it possible there’s a portal stone on the planet?”

Magnus straightened in his chair. “I knew you’d ask. It took me three weeks to think of that. I have some inquiries in with the locals, but nothing’s come up so far. If no one has ever seen it or used a portal stone, it’s not going to be on record. I was going to start searching, but where would we even begin?”

I couldn’t answer that. “We’d probably be grasping at straws anyway.”

“Well, we can’t do anything today. How about you all settle in crew quarters, and we’ll revaluate in a day or two?” Magnus asked, rising from his seat. He tapped a button on the table, and a small, robed Keppe walked in. “See they’re all assigned quarters, please,” Magnus said, his orders translating for the Keppe crew member.

My team was funneling out, following the porter, and Magnus grabbed my arm, urging me to stay behind.

“I’ll help them get settled,” Nat said as she hugged me again, whispering in my ear, “It’s good to see you.”

Seconds later, Magnus and I were alone in the room with the dogs. His brow furrowed, and he stood inches from me. “Dean, what were you thinking?!” he yelled, and I stepped away from him, startled by the sudden occurrence. Carey let out a bark.

“What do you mean? I was thinking about helping you home.”

“You had a grasp of what was going on, didn’t you? Don’t you think I would have come through if there was a way? Are you really that egotistical that you figured you’d be able to come save us? That you alone would have the ability to bring us back from the other side or whatever godforsaken dimension we’re in now?”

Thick cords stuck out on his neck, but I stood my ground. “You can insult me all you want, Mag, but you know damned well that you’d have done the exact same thing. Are you saying you’re that egotistical, then?” I stepped forward, and we were chest to chest.

Something deflated in him, and he shook his head, lowering his voice. “No, but I might be that stupid.”

We stared at each other for a second before Magnus let out a bark of a laugh, making me join him. We both relaxed, and sat heavily on our chairs. “What are we going to do?” I asked.

“Honestly? I don’t know.” Magnus stood and headed for a cabinet at the far end of the room. He pulled out two bottles, and I instantly recognized them: a micro-brewed beer from his favorite place on New Spero. He took a sip and passed me one.

I winked at him. “I can’t believe you have any left.”

“I do, but that’s only because I brought a lot of Scotch.” Magnus leaned forward and clinked his bottle against mine.

“Cheers.” I tasted it, and instantly, it felt like we were back on his porch on New Spero.

“Dean, I may be upset that you’re here, but you want to know something?”

“What?” I asked.

“I’m more upset with myself.” He took a drink from the bottle and fiddled with the label.

“Why’s that?”

“Because I actually believe you’re going to find a way for us to get home.” Magnus laughed again, but this time, I didn’t join him.

“Cheers to that, because you know what?”

It was his turn. “What?”

“I am going to find a way. Mark my word.”


Twenty-One

“These are the sections of the world with mountains, hills, underground caverns, or any other attributes similar to the locations of the portal stones we know about. Earth’s was under a monument, but we don’t know what the terrain looked like before the Egyptians built Giza. New Spero’s is in the mountains, Haven’s is in a hilly region underneath the surface, and the ice world’s was in a frozen cavern on a cold snow-covered peak. We’re using the same mapping here.” Magnus was operating a console on his desk to highlight the five regions on the nearby world that fit these descriptions.

“These are pretty big areas to cover. What’s the plan?” Slate asked.

Karo stood and walked over to the screen, hovering a hand over its surface. “If there is a portal, I can find it. They are, after all, powered by the Theos. I spent some time with J-NAK by the stone, and I might be able to track it.”

“But you’re not sure?” Magnus asked.

“I would have to be close, but I would feel or sense their vibrations,” Karo said, as if that explained anything.

“Why didn’t I think of this sooner? I have something in my pack on our ship, Magnus. Do you remember the device Clare made to help me find Mary?” I asked.

He made a methodical exaggerated nod.

“We could find a way to program it to Theos DNA, right? Then maybe we’d be able to track a portal stone, if there is one.” I was on my feet, ready to go grab it. When it came to contraptions, I preferred to bring everything I had when I traveled on missions. You never knew when something was going to come in handy.

“That might do it,” Suma said. Rulo wasn’t with us, and W had stayed on our ship. The Keppe warrior had been spending a lot of time with one of Magnus’ crew members, a male she’d mentioned to me a few times on our journey here. “I think I could rework it to operate successfully.”

“What do you think, Karo? Willing to give a sample?” Suma’s snout twitched toward him.

“Yes. Will you require stool?” he asked, straight-faced. Magnus stared hard at me, his expression threatening to make me laugh.

Suma’s gaze darted away from the Theos. “Uhm, I think blood would work just fine, Karo.”

If I didn’t know better, Karo was making a joke at her expense. It was good to see his spirits return.

“Then it’s a plan. Let’s move on this. Suma, how long do you think?” Magnus asked.

“No idea. I’ll have to take it apart and see. Could be a day, could be a week,” she answered.

“We’ll leave you to it. Magnus, how about we finally go see my little niece and nephew?” I suggested. I was excited to see the kids. It was only our second day here, and it had been too late last night to wake them.

Magnus led me down the corridors, and we talked along the way.

“Other than the obvious, how was the rest of the three years?” I asked him.

“I loved it. Captaining a real exploration vessel, with a full crew, resources, food, schools… what more can you ask for?” Magnus greeted dozens of Keppe by name as we walked, and I was proud of him in this role. Today, he was in full Keppe uniform, which consisted of a gray robe with black stripes along the sides, and short pants that only went halfway down his shins. It looked a little amusing on a human, but on the warrior race, it was natural and classy. Magnus was lucky he was almost as large as them, because it helped him pull it off. I suspected I wouldn’t look quite as comfortable in the outfit.

“And when we get home?” I asked.

“One thing at a time there, Parker. The kids have been great, though. They speak Keppe now, which is impressive. I do okay with it myself, but I prefer to use the translators anyway, in case I say the wrong thing and cause an explosion as a result.” Magnus stopped at a doorway on the third floor. The ship’s features were quite similar to Lord Crul’s home base on Oliter. The walls and floors were shiny white, though they were made of some composite material here, not the marble-like stone that Crul favored.

“You still think you’ll solve this, do you?” he asked before opening the door.

I had to tell him the truth. “I do.”

His face broke out in a smile. “Good. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He tapped a code in a control panel on the edge of the wide white door, and it slid open to reveal thirty or so Keppe children sitting at desks. “The Keppe try to only allow a certain number of married couples with children on each vessel, because of the additional costs. Plus, it’s dangerous work, so there’s always the added risk,” Magnus whispered to me. “This is the entire juvenile population on Fortune.”

They ranged from small Keppe, with sprouts of armor growing under their dark skin, to big ones, almost fully grown. I was sure a boy and girl at the front of the class were at least as big as me. Then I spotted their heads: a mess of short dirty-blond hair and the darker long hair of a human girl. I cleared my throat, and the entire room turned to look at the doorway.

“Dean!” Magnus’ son yelled and ran across the room, jumping into my arms. He hugged me tightly around the neck, and I returned the hug, laughing as I held him.

“I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.” It had been almost three years, and he wasn’t even five when they’d left.

“Mom and Dad named me after you. How could I forget you?” I set him on the floor and was astonished at how big he was.

“You’re so tall. I guess you take after your dad.” I rubbed his naturally messy hair, and he stepped to the side, attempting to fix it.

My gaze drifted over to Patty, who’d walked over but hadn’t said anything. She stood a good five feet away, her dark brown eyes assessing me.

“Hi, Patty. I’m Dean Parker. You wouldn’t remember me, since you were only just walking when you left home.” I crouched, and she came closer.

“What do you mean? I am home,” she said defiantly. I glanced up at Magnus, who rolled his eyes and crossed his arms.

“Her mother through and through. I haven’t won an argument with her yet,” Magnus said, and Patty stood up taller.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it here, then, Miss Patty. My little girl is going to love spending time with you,” I said.

“Is she here?” Patty asked, her head cocked slightly to the side.

“No.”

“Then I’ll probably never meet her.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Because Tipo told me we’re stuck, and we aren’t ever going to leave, and that we’re going to die here.” She said the words in one breath, fast, so I had a hard time keeping up.

“Is that so?” I asked, and glanced around the room, wondering which one was Tipo.

Patty nodded firmly.

“We’ll have to see about that. Patty, it’s been nice to see you. Dean, are you doing well in school?” I asked the boy.

He glanced at his dad before answering, “I think so.”

“Would you guys mind if I came over for dinner tonight? We could talk more that way, instead of interrupting your class.” The teacher was waiting at the front, hesitant to break up the reunion. I waved an apologetic hand in his direction, and he nodded his understanding.

“Yeah, come for dinner!” Dean said with excitement.

“I guess that’s okay.” Patty turned away and stalked to her seat.

“See you later, Dean,” Magnus’s son said to me, and we left the schoolroom.

The door closed, and Magnus and I were alone in the hallway once again. “That was intense.”

“I don’t know where she gets the attitude,” Magnus said, and I laughed.

“Right. As if the offspring of Magnus and Natalia could be any other way,” I accused him.

“What about Dean? He’s so outgoing.”

“It’s the name.” We kept moving through the corridor. “Every Dean is meant for big things. I hope you don’t mind me inviting myself over for dinner.”

“Not at all. We were going to anyway. Tonight, we eat like a family, and tomorrow, if Suma’s done her modifications, we head to the surface,” Magnus said.

“Perfect. I hope you don’t mind, but I invited the others to dinner as well,” I said. I really hadn’t, but I was feeling him out.

“Even Slate?” Magnus asked with mocking disgust.

“Even Zeke,” I replied.

“The more the merrier. Dean, I really hope we can climb out of this mess. I admit I’m angry that you’re here, but if I’m going to be stuck in another dimension with no way home, part of me is glad you’re by my side,” Magnus said.

“I won’t tell Mary that part when we get home.”

“Good idea.”

____________

Karo rubbed his arm as we walked in, and Suma was inserting the blood sample into the Locator device Clare had given me.

“Good work, Suma. I knew you could do it. Karo, how do you feel?” I asked the Theos.

“I’m fine.” He turned around and picked up a slice of pizza, admiring it before he took a bite.

“I don’t know how you stay in shape,” I told the ancient being.

“Something Suma calls ‘metabolism’,” he answered in between bites.

“I’ll have to find one of those.” We were in an office inside Fortune’s engineering room. The ship’s hyperdrive was massive, and the core energy tubes ran vertically for two stories inside. It was warm in here, and I undid a button on my borrowed shirt as I sat beside Suma.

“What’s the verdict?” I asked as she fiddled with the device.

“It should work. We’ll have to test it out first.” Suma clicked it shut, and I saw the screen go blank, then reset, glowing yellow and then orange. It was just the three of us; the others were aboard our ship, waiting to go to the surface when this was ready.

“Should I move farther away?” Karo asked, holding another slice of pizza.

“I don’t think it matters.” Suma tapped a command, and it began searching. I’d kept it probing for Mary the entire time I was looking for her. The light on the screen blinked, identifying Karo in the room with us, which was expected, but what really excited us was the second blinking light.

“There’s a stone!” I shouted.

“This reading is strong,” Suma whispered, and I didn’t quite take her meaning.

“When do we go?” Karo asked.

“Right now.” I moved for the door, but Suma grabbed my arm, holding me back as Karo headed toward the hangar where the others waited. “What is it?”

“I’m surprised by the strength of the signal, that’s all. This stone must have a lot of Theos powering it.” Her voice was quiet, cautious.

I led Suma down the hall. “Maybe it’s been affected by its interaction with the Cloud.”

“That could be it.” That ended our conversation, and a minute later, we were climbing into our Kraski ship, giving the crew the news.

“Where’s Rulo?” I asked.

“She headed to the surface with her boyfriend,” Slate said.

“I would have preferred that she come with us.” I didn’t want to go in with no firepower. I really had no clue what to expect at the portal stone.

Footsteps clanged out behind me, and when I turned, Magnus was there, holding a pulse rifle and giving me a sideways grin. “Then I guess you have room for one more.”

“Always. Get on board.” I waited for him to enter into our cargo bay and shut the ramp.

“I haven’t been in one of these for a while. I sure prefer our modified versions.” Magnus’ gaze moved around the room, nostalgia clouding his eyes for a moment. “Enough of that. Let’s find this stone and see what’s what.”

W lifted us up and out of the hangar while we entered the bridge, and he headed for the nearby planet. It was a beautiful sight: water, red clay ground, and the lights of a few bustling metropolises brightened the view from out here.

“All of these people were brought here against their will through the Cloud, and they formed a city.” It was still hard to believe.

“An old race of Panthera people was the first to arrive, or so the tales say. After a generation searching for something else beyond this world, their ship came back, and they settled the land. It wasn’t long before the next interstellar vessel was thrown here, and then another. Soon the cities were expanding, a melting pot of castaways. It’s pretty amazing if you think about it.” Magnus told the story, and we all listened intently.

“Except now we’re castaways too,” Slate said.

We flew in orbit as W circled the planet, heading toward our final destination. “Unless this portal stone works and we can offer everyone a way home.” I really hoped the stone would function from here.

Magnus shook his head. “I have a feeling a lot of these people will stay even if we have a way home.”

Slate looked surprised. “Seriously?”

“Think about it, pup. Some of them have been here for fifty generations. They don’t know anything but this life. Imagine the inhabitants of Haven in a thousand years. It’s going to be something like that.”

“They can stay. We’re leaving,” I told them firmly.

We broke through the atmosphere with hardly more than a bump, and moved toward the hard clay mountains in the distance below. There was no body of water near our destination, only dark red clay and sparse vegetation. “Where’s the nearest city?” I asked Magnus.

“Not close. This ground is terrible to grow anything in, and the water supply is meager. That’s why most of the population lives in the other hemisphere.” Magnus leaned against Dubs’ seat as we lowered the ship toward the base of the mountain.

Suma held up her device, and it showed the blinking Theos light roughly a kilometer away. “Guess we’re walking,” she said.

“It appears so. W, stay with the ship and be ready to pick us up if necessary. We’ll keep you posted on our progress. With any luck, we’re going to find an active portal stone, and judging by the intensity of the readout, it will be very active.” I glanced at Karo, who was moving for the cargo bay. He was obviously eager to find out if there actually was a stone. He really didn’t seem to want to be on this side of the Cloud, and I couldn’t blame him. I was of the same mindset.

“You’re sure we don’t need the EVAs?” I asked Magnus. He was in a jumpsuit, not wearing armor or a helmet, and certainly not an EVA.

“Air’s fine. I don’t know what these geniuses did, or how they managed it, but eighty percent of the races here are breathing the same air successfully. Looks like we aren’t all so different after all, hey? Makes you wonder,” he said.

“Wonder what?” Suma asked.

“How we can all be so similar.” Magnus shrugged as he spoke. He slung his rifle on his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

“Should we expect trouble?” I asked.

“Doubt it. This world has a few predators, but they’re mostly in the water. We should be safe here. I don’t expect any surprises,” Magnus said.

Slate was pushing a pistol into a holster on his chest. “I’m not taking any chances.”

I agreed with Slate. “Whenever someone says they don’t expect anything out of the ordinary, that’s when things go awry.”

“Not this time.” Magnus led the charge, and the ramp lowered, letting us off the ship and onto the hard clay surface. The air was crisp, cool; refreshing. I took a deep breath and noticed the unique scent of the world. It reminded me of my mom’s garden after the spring thaw.

The red peak rose nearby. It was more of a hill than a mountain, but it was sharply protruding from the surface. “Suma, is it above or below ground?” I asked, and she used the device to 3D map the region.

She pointed to the top of the incline. “Up there.”

“We better get going, then. We have about five hours of light left.” Magnus took off after Karo, who was already a hundred yards ahead of us.

“Suma, how does it look?” I asked her, out of earshot of Karo.

“I don’t know. It’s glowing as brightly as Karo on the screen. I have a strange feeling about this,” she admitted.

“Maybe it’s not working properly. Could you have messed it up when you opened and reprogrammed it?” We were walking now, Slate ahead of Suma and me. The entire area was bereft of trees or foliage. It was as if this side of the planet was roughly sculpted by a giant child from a ball of red putty.

“It’s possible. I didn’t think so, but I may have miscalculated. I hope we’re not out here for no reason.” Suma tapped the edge of the small device, but the light didn’t disappear. It kept blinking where it was. The other indicator light showed us Karo’s position ahead of us, slowly moving along a path on the compact screen.

The air was thinner than I was used to, and I thought it might be a combination of the world’s oxygen levels and our altitude. I took deep breaths as we went. We chatted idly along the way, Karo taking the lead, but he slowed his speed so we could catch up. When we were almost to the top, I turned, looking at the horizon. More red clay, more hilly landscape.

“Almost there,” Slate said as he neared the precipice of the hillside.

“Is there an easier way up?” The edge was at least ten feet high, but there didn’t seem to be an opening in the cliff face or a better way to climb over it.

Slate pulled off his pack and activated a small drone. “Pretty cool, isn’t it? Clare gave it to me before we left. It’s like a new grappling hook, only kind of foolproof.” We watched as the drone rose in the air, heading for the top of the cliff. It had a thin but strong rope attached to it.

“Does that mean even you can use it?” Magnus loved busting Slate’s chops.

“We’ll have to find out.” The drone lowered, and we heard it shoot a peg into the surface, latching itself into the hard clay. Slate motioned Magnus to the rope. “How about you test it out for us?”

“Dean, I don’t know how you put up with this guy. Fine. I’ll go first.” Magnus grabbed the rope and made quick work of the short ascent.

Slate grinned at me and climbed up. “Go ahead, Suma. I’ll grab you if need be.”

“I can climb a rope,” the girl shouted, and a few seconds later, she supported up her claim, leaving an impressed Slate looking at Karo and me.

I waited to go last, but when I got to the top, I didn’t see an opening. “Where’s the portal room?”

“It looks like it’s directly below us.” Suma pointed a short distance across the flat surface of the clay mountaintop. “Over there.”

“Scour the top. There has to be an opening somewhere nearby,” I ordered, and we spread out, searching for anything out of the ordinary that could lead us to a portal room.

“Here!” Karo was across the top, kneeling on the clay. He pulled a hidden door open, revealing a hole.

“That door isn’t natural. It’s metal, painted to match.” Slate knocked on it, and the metal reverberated.


Twenty-Two

I peered inside the dark hole, seeing metal rungs leading below. “The plot thickens.”

“Someone knows about this portal room. Or at least, someone did at one time.” Magnus lowered to the ground and stuck his head in the hole while aiming a flashlight inside. “Can’t really see much. We’ll have to go in.”

Like there was really a choice in the matter. “I’ll enter first,” Slate said, moving in front of Magnus.

“Go for it.” Magnus stepped to the side. “But be careful.”

“I always am.” Slate started down the metal rungs, a flashlight beam jostling around with each step down he took. “They go on for a—” His voice cut out.

“Slate!” I shouted, with no reply back.

“I’m going after him,” Magnus said, moving quickly to the hole. I didn’t have a chance to stop him, and Karo was right behind Magnus.

“Suma, stay here,” I warned her, and she shook her head.

“No. If he’s in trouble, I want to help.” I knew there wasn’t going to be any talking her out of this.

“Fine, you go next, then. Magnus, what’s happening?” There was no answer. “Damn it. Suma, stay close to me.” I glanced down the hole as I placed my boot sole on the first rung. I spotted a flashlight shining sideways on the floor. One of them had dropped it and left it there. That didn’t bode well. There had to be someone or something inside.

Suma made it to the bottom of the rungs first, and I hopped beside her, aiming a pulse pistol forward with the Shimmali girl behind me. Magnus and Slate were frozen, trapped there in a glowing green energy. I saw their feet lift off the ground. Karo was standing near us, staring at our two trapped friends.

“Magnus! Slate! Can you hear me?” I asked, tentatively stepping into the room.

They didn’t move, their expressions unchanging. I thought I saw Slate’s eyes move, but it could have been a trick of the light. “Karo, what happened?”

“They were like that. I don’t know why…” Karo let out a mangled shout as a blast of green energy enveloped him, lifting him from the ground. His face was twisted in agony, sticking in that position.

“Stop it! We’re not here to harm you!” I called to whatever was attacking us.

“Over there.” Suma pointed across the dark room, and I picked up the flashlight, aiming it in the direction she indicated.

“We’re not here to hurt you,” I said again, this time more calmly.

A voice rang out through the room in an unfamiliar language. It was a quick, clipped phrase, and it repeated, but now in a different language. The sound echoed through the dark room, but from what I could tell, it was never the same dialect twice.

“Do you speak Shimmali, or English?” I asked.

“But of course,” the robotic voice said in clipped squawks and chirps.

Suma gripped my arm tightly.

“Also English, if that suits you better,” it said with a slight drawl.

“We’re not here to hurt you.” I stepped forward with my hands raised in the air. My three friends were hanging weightlessly, covered by the glowing green energy, each stuck in place, unable to move.

“Hurt me? You cannot hurt me.” The voice was coming at me from all around the room, almost as if ten voices were speaking with a split-second delay.

“Then you have nothing to fear from us. Let my friends go,” I said, more forcefully than I intended.

I still couldn’t see our attacker in the dark room. It was almost as though my flashlight beam dissipated faster the farther into the room the rays stretched.

“Fine. Three humans, a Theos, and a Shimmali. I already have one of each anyway.” The three of them fell to the ground with a thud. Lights began turning on, slowly, until the entire room was lit up. Suma gasped as she clutched my forearm, and I wasn’t far off.

It appeared that we were in a high-tech building, and I had to blink while my eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness. My friends were starting to move now, Slate the first to sit up, rubbing his head. The room was narrow but appeared to go on for miles.

I walked to the wall, where a being was encased behind glass. It was frozen in place, the same green energy surrounding it. I’d never seen anything like it; tusks rose from its cheeks, arcing up. Thin lips gave way to thick teeth, and knowing eyes stared straight forward, wide open.

I couldn’t help but notice that the specimen was naked. Below it sat an ID tag, but it was in an unfamiliar language. I stepped to the side to see another alien creature enclosed in another display case, this one far different-looking but frozen just the same. I spun around and saw the same thing on the opposite wall. The pods were a few feet apart from each other, but they were constant.

“Dean, where’s the attacker?” Slate asked, holding his gun up.

“I haven’t seen him yet.” I didn’t turn to look at Slate, but I heard Karo and Magnus moving. I was transfixed on a pink jellyfish-like creature floating frozen in a viscous liquid.

“It’s like the animal displays at the museum,” I said, walking over to another enclosed person. My hand pressed against the glass, wondering if they were able to see me.

“Are they alive?” Karo asked.

“I don’t know. I think so,” I answered. “What is this?” I shouted to the unseen voice behind it all.

“Why, this is my personal collection. Do you like it?” the voice asked; the English was spot-on now, as if it was learning from us.

“Not really,” I muttered. “Should we get out of here?”

Magnus stepped toward the exit. “I’m not sure it’s going to let us.”

Suma hadn’t said a word, and I scanned the room for her, finding her a few pods over, mesmerized by a tiny fairy-looking creature in its display. It was palm-sized and had translucent wings.

Karo walked down the center of the room, his fists clenched in sudden anguish. “You said you have one of each of us. What does that mean?”

It had taken me a moment to understand what he was asking, but it clicked quickly.

The voice spoke before I did. “Just as I said. I am a Collector, and I do not need another Theos, human, or Shimmali, because I already have one of each. Though the Shimmali girl is a better specimen than the one I have. Perhaps the young healthy human is too. You’ve given me a lot to consider.”

“I don’t like the sounds of that. Suma, come closer,” Slate said. “Boss, was he talking about me?”

I nodded. “We leave. Now.” I said the words so quietly that I didn’t think any of them heard me, but Magnus started for the exit.

“No, Dean. The locating device Suma has. It found a Theos here. That’s why we came. It wasn’t a stone; it was a full-blooded Theos.” Karo’s eyes were wide and pleading as he stared toward us. He was such a great friend and strong person, who was constantly overshadowed by his loneliness at being the sole remaining Theos alive.

“I knew something was wrong with that readout,” Suma said. “Where is the Theos?” she asked loudly.

A pod began to grow brighter, far into the room. It was at least half a kilometer away, but the illumination would lead us there. “Karo, I don’t think…” I began, but it was too late. He was already stalking forward with purpose.

Magnus shrugged and started to follow Karo, and the rest of us joined him. We came together, we’d leave together. I stared at the various captive creatures along the way, my mind hardly able to process the sheer number of different beings I’d never seen before. By the time we reached Karo, I’d only managed to see a Padlog and a Motrill that I recognized, and I had to have walked by two hundred pods.

Karo let out a sound between a sob and a laugh. Both of his hands met the glass casing, and I leaned over to see the Theos beyond. She was striking. Piercing blue eyes, long white hair floating in the tank; her gray skin was a little paler than Karo’s. She was tall, almost matching his seven feet.

“I’m not the last one,” he whispered.

“Show yourself so we can talk and learn of you,” I said, trying to sound powerful and level-headed.

“I should kill you all for trespassing.”

Slate and Magnus held their weapons up, and they spun slowly, back to back as they scanned for a target.

“But I’ll make an exception. Perhaps I’ve been here too long, or maybe I’m getting old,” the voice said. It echoed from unseen speakers. A hiss carried to us from farther down the long display case, and a figure plodded toward us in choppy movements.

“What is that?” Suma asked, but none of us had an answer.

As it neared, I tried to decipher what I was looking at. It was a beige figure, roughly formed into a humanoid shape, not unlike the clay outside. It had a round head, but there were no distinguishing marks like eyes, a nose, or a mouth. It moved like it was being tugged along by a puppeteer, lifting arms and legs one after the other and slowly arriving to stand a short way from our group.

It was an unnerving sight. And that was compared to the hundreds of staring, lifeless creatures behind their display cases.

“There. I have shown myself,” it said through the unseen speakers, not through the figure.

“You don’t have your own body. What are you?” Suma asked, and it laughed, a shrill sound.

“You aren’t privileged enough to see me. I am a god, and you a mere carbon-based animal. I collect you, and that is more for my own posterity than for any other reason. I have the largest collection in the universe,” it said, the head on the golem tilting as it spoke.

“There are others like you?” I asked it.

“There are no others like me, no. There are other Collectors, though.”

“I need her. Release this beautiful creature to me now!” Karo shouted, stepping toward the molded man.

“You cannot have one of my specimens. Do you offer yourself in her place?” it asked.

Karo hesitated a moment before looking once again at the trapped Theos woman. “I do,” he softly said.

“Karo, you can’t do this. There has to be another way,” I said, pulling on his arm.

“I will make this bargain,” the voice said.

“No!” I shouted, facing the golem. “Karo stays with us.”

“Very well. It is your choice, human.”

“You said you have a human here. How did you happen by them?” Magnus asked, his gun gripped so tightly I could see his knuckles whiten.

“I am a Collector. I’ve traveled the universe extensively, gathering one of each worthwhile race.” The roughly-shaped body waved an arm through the air.

“Why are you here, then? On this side of the nebula?” I asked it.

“Likely for the same reason as you are,” it said, surprising us all.

“You aren’t in charge of the Cloud?” Suma asked it nervously.

“The Cloud?”

“The nebula sucking ships into this… purgatory,” I explained.

“I’m powerful, but not that powerful. No, I believe that to be a sentient being. And this is its construct.” The golem walked toward us, stopping in front of Karo. Magnus appeared ready to fire, but I didn’t think shooting this molded man would accomplish anything useful. I shook my head at him.

“So you were sucked in here too, after you had most of your collection.” I wanted to keep it talking, to learn more about the situation.

“That is correct. Conveniently, this Cloud, as you call it, brought me more specimens. Hundreds over time,” it said.

So that was what it was doing perched here in hiding. “Are we in a ship right now?”

“This is a space vessel, yes.”

“And all of these specimens are alive?” Suma inquired. I could see where her mind was going, but we didn’t know enough about this Collector to hijack its ship and free the isolated beings.

“They are alive. You never know when one might be needed,” it said, though I didn’t quite grasp the meaning behind the words.

“You’ve been plucking away ‘specimens’ as they arrive in-system?” I asked.

“They’ve been so kind as to come all the way to me; why not add them to my collection?” the voice admitted.

“How many do you have on board?” I asked it.

“Twelve thousand, four hundred and thirty-seven unique specimens,” it said.

“Twelve thousand!” Magnus barked. “I guess there’s a lot we don’t know about out there, Dean.”

The number was huge, and I didn’t know what to do with it. I needed to win it to my side, somehow. “Can you show me the human?”

“Very well. I don’t often have company.” It let out a shrill laugh, one that assumed we weren’t dealing with a rational being here. It was clearly maniacal. “Right this way.” The marionette creature moved on invisible strings, leading us through the display hall past countless unfamiliar people behind their glass cases, until we arrived at a circular platform in the floor.

“Dean, I don’t want to leave her here,” Karo said.

I was trying to think of a plan, but it hadn’t clicked quite yet. “She’s coming too,” I assured him with a low whisper. He nodded his understanding, and as we stepped onto the platform, his gaze lingered over toward the frozen Theos.

“Going down,” the voice said, and the golem lifted its arms. The platform lowered silently as the floor opened up, allowing us to drop through. We saw another level lined with display cases, then another.

“How many levels are there?” I asked.

“Eleven.” This ship was huge, stuck within the mountain. The Collector must have formed the clay over it to make the misshapen mountain we’d climbed to find this place.

We stopped a few floors later, and the lights flashed on one after another, all the way over the expansive display corridor. I was looking for any signs of another room, something other than the level after level of showcases. So far, I’d come up empty.

My plan formed, albeit it was a long shot. Either way, a backup was always a good idea. I stepped off the lift and tapped my earpiece. “W,” I said as quietly as possible.

“Captain, what can I do for you?” he asked in return.

“Bring the ship. There’s space to land it on the top of the mountain. Stay there until further notice. We may be in danger,” I said, not waiting for a reply. I tapped the earpiece off.

The golem was leading my friends deeper into the corridor, toward a well-lit case. It was speaking to them about the time it found the human, and how funny a creature they were. “No offense,” it said before laughing again.

“None taken,” Slate muttered.

We stopped in front of the human’s case, and there he was, green energy circling his body, freezing him in place. He appeared to be almost Neanderthal-like in features, and it made me wonder how many years ago this Collector had been to Earth.

“Kind of looks like you, Magnus.” Slate broke the tension with a joke, and nudged Magnus in the arm with a fist.

“Me? If I didn’t know better, this could be your long-lost twin,” Magnus joked.

Since it was willing to accept my request, I thought about the ace up our sleeve. Eccentric Collector types always liked a good bargain. It might be the only way to escape out of here alive, and with the Theos. It was worth a try. “Interesting.” I pretended, of course, that it wasn’t all that interesting. “How about you show us your Yuver?” I said.

The golem turned slowly, and I knew I had it in my grasp. The voice carried in its echo from the walls. “A Yuver, you say? I’m afraid I do not have one of these.”

“Oh, really? That’s because they’ve been dead for some time,” I lied. Truth was, I had no idea where they were from or if they were still around. The one we’d found had been on that asteroid for a very long time, by our estimation.

“Yes, a Yuver.” The name sounded strange out of the Collector.

“You know,” I casually said, “the Theos are thriving. We had a ship full of them following us a week ago. I’m expecting they’ll be sucked through to this side of the Cloud any day now.”

Karo frowned at me, not quite picking up my motives. The golem stepped toward me. “Is that so?”

“That’s correct. But, you see, my friend here has his heart set on getting a new wife.” I lifted a hand up to stop Karo from interrupting, because he was clearly on the verge of cutting in.

“I understand being lonely,” the voice said.

“Karo here is… how do I say this delicately? He’s an extremely undesirable mate. Perhaps someone out of the game a few thousand years will find him fetching.” I grinned at Karo, who was shooting daggers at me.

Slate chuckled but didn’t say anything.

The voice got louder. “I do not give away my collectibles.”

“I wasn’t expecting you to. Like any great collector, you must be willing to trade up for a specimen? Surely a barter for something you don’t possess would be of interest to you.” I played up to its ego, which had to be huge for all its elaborate displays. I didn’t forget the fact that it had called itself a god when we first met.

“What do you propose? As I said, I already have each of your…”

“A Yuver. I have a Yuver,” I said plainly.

The golem started to shake: slow vibrations at first, then jerky motions. “And a ship of Theos is arriving soon?”

“Yes. The outside galaxy is teeming with them. Infested, really.” I knew I was pushing Karo’s buttons, but I had to be convincing that the Collector was receiving the better end of the deal.

“And you have a Yuver?” it asked.

“That’s correct. What do you say to a bargain?” I asked, extending my hand. The golem’s head didn’t move, but the arm extended in a mirror action of mine, and I took the lumpy rounded hand and shook it. It seemed confused by the whole ordeal, but it was hard to tell, since the head held no face.

“We have a deal. I never much cared for the Theos. As you said, they’re little better than an infestation.” The golem turned, and I grabbed Karo’s arm, holding him back from attacking the strange figure.

“Don’t. It’s only reacting to what I said about the Theos. He can’t have her any longer,” I said, pulling him close to whisper privately.

A few minutes later, we were once again at the top level where we’d arrived, and we stood in front of the display case where the Theos woman was suspended.

“Where is the Yuver?” it asked.

I walked away from the rest of the group and pulled out the portal gate device I’d gotten from the Traders and activated it. The yellow doorway opened, which meant W was directly above us in the Kraski ship. “Slate, Magnus, can you give me a hand?” I asked.

We walked through the energy doorway and onto our ship. Suma and Karo hung back, and I had the urge to shout at them to join us so we could escape. But there was no way I could leave without freeing the trapped Theos. Karo would finally have another of his kind around.

“What’s the play?” Slate asked once we were in our own cargo bay. I glanced through the doorway, seeing the golem stare toward us with interest.

“The play? We trade this for her.” I kicked the box where the Yuver sat inside, cryogenically frozen by some unknown technology.

“Is that fair to the Yuver?” Magnus asked.

“Look, it’s not ideal, but what were we even going to do with it? We can’t even be sure it’s alive, and we sure as hell don’t know where it comes from. It’s all we have,” I urged, and they nodded.

“Like you said, we don’t have much of a choice. If we didn’t stumble upon this Yuver, it would have been on the asteroid forever, or at least until a slug broke in and ate it. At least we’re giving it a chance someone will release it one day,” Slate said, convincing himself more than anything.

Magnus grabbed a handhold, and Slate and I each took another. We dragged it through the portal door, into the Collector’s ship.

“There it is. One Yuver.” I pointed to the window, where its face was visible.

The golem shook again, which I now took as a sure sign of excitement. I peered around, trying to find cameras. Where was the real Collector located?

“Very good. Yes, very good indeed. A deal’s a deal. Take your mate, oh hideous one,” the voice said, and the female Theos’ display case opened with a hiss, the green energy around her vanishing. Karo caught the woman in his arms.

“Take her through the portal,” I said quickly, and Karo didn’t hesitate. He was gone in a flash.

“How did you do that?” the Collector asked, obviously meaning the doorway portal.

“I’m also a god,” I lied. Maybe if I got it on an even playing field, the Collector would reveal more secrets.

“But you are human,” it said. “Maybe something a little more?” The head moved, like it was sniffing the air.

“This is merely a vessel, like your golem here,” I said. “Where are you hiding?”

The golem shook again. “I am not hiding.” It fell to the ground, and Slate raised his gun as the entire ship trembled.

“I think it’s time to go, boss,” Slate said, backing away.

Something lifted through the floor; it was red, misty. A blob of energy. “See me for all my glory. What is it you look like? Bare yourself to me so I can decide if I should keep you for my collection.” The voice emerged from all around the room.

It was moving closer, and I shoved Suma behind me. “Get on the ship!” I yelled as the Collector’s display cases rattled.

“Do not leave! I do not permit it!” The red wraith pulsed in anger, and I followed the others through the portal, tripping as I entered our Kraski ship’s cargo bay. The portal control flew from my hand, bouncing along the floor.

“Grab it! Shut the portal!”

Suma was already running for the bridge, and Slate grabbed for the control, trying to figure out how to use it. I rolled over, stumbling backwards as the Collector raced toward me in its wraith form.

“Shut it!” I yelled, and the yellow doorway vanished just before the red wraith entered. I lay on the ground, the air from my lungs pushing out in great uneven gasps. “Thanks, Slate.”

“I didn’t do anything!” he said, gaze transfixed at the controls.

Suma returned from the bridge, smiling. “I told W to fly away. I remembered the portal was only good for short distances, so he blasted us off the surface.”

“Good thinking, Suma! That was a close call. We didn’t expect that.” I got up, looking around for Karo. He was nowhere in sight.

“We didn’t solve our problems,” Magnus said. “We’re still stuck here.”

“No. I guess there’s no portal stone here.” I walked away, heading toward the bunks.

Karo was inside, leaning over a bed, where he’d covered the nude Theos woman. He tilted out of the way, smiling widely. “Everyone, meet Ableen.”

She sat up, holding the covers to her chest. Her eyes were sparkling, jumping back and forth between us, trying to decipher what was happening.

“It’s okay. You’re safe now. Let’s get you to Fortune and find you some clothes and food. Wait until you try pizza,” Karo said, and we ushered ourselves out of the room, leaving him to comfort the only other Theos alive.


Twenty-Three

We were on Magnus’ ship a short way from the planet, sitting in his office, off the elaborate bridge filled with Keppe crew. Magnus was typing on a screen on his desk, and the words appeared on a digital whiteboard.

We still don’t have a way to leave this godforsaken dimension!

He deleted the words after glancing at my admonishing look and started again.

“We’re no farther along.” Magnus rested his face in his hands and let out a deep sigh.

“We found a Theos! I’d say that’s a win.” This from Suma, from her chair beside mine.

“You’re lucky you got out of there. What are we going to do about this Collector?” Natalia asked. It was just the four of us. Rulo was planetside with her partner, and Slate was sleeping when I checked on him. I thought it would do my buddy good to rest.

Karo was getting Ableen caught up on the history and current status of the Theos. She’d been taken from their home world three thousand years ago. I didn’t think she looked a day over thirty, personally. But you could never tell in a universe of ancient races and energy-induced cryogenic freezing by maniacal red wraiths.

Karo was worried how she would respond, so he was trying to ease her into it. I wasn’t sure what that entailed: Here’s some pizza. Also, our race is long dead after a battle with the Iskios, and I was left behind to guard the Theos history, awaiting someone to arrive, who happened to show up as our nemesis was destroying solar systems with a powerful vortex fueled by their souls and piloted by the very same Recaster’s possessed wife.

“What are the plans for the Collector?” I repeated. “Nothing. I’m not going back there.”

“We could figure out a way to kill him, maybe? Release the trapped people?” Suma suggested.

“I don’t know if we can…”

The door buzzed, and Magnus told them to enter.

“Sir, you wanted to know if anything occurred from that region you came from earlier?” the Keppe woman who entered asked, and Magnus’ desk translator relayed it into English for us.

“Yes, what do you have?” Magnus asked.

“A ship left.”

“A ship?” Nat was at the wall, keying something into a console.

“Yes, I’ve patched it through.” The Keppe pointed to the whiteboard, and the video began to play. It was an aerial satellite shot from above. The red clay mountain erupted as a long vessel tore from the earth. It rose straight up, appearing larger every second in the center of the screen. The Collector’s ship was slick, smooth, and long like a pencil.

“There go twelve thousand of his specimens,” I said as we watched the vessel propel forward slowly, beyond the atmosphere.

The Keppe officer spoke again. “It’s moving away from us and the planet.”

Nat changed the camera angle to one from Fortune, and she zoomed to show the thin cylindrical ship rotating before a bright powerful thruster kicked in, and the Collector vanished.

“One less thing to think about,” I said, and Nat shut the screen off.

The Keppe officer left with a bewildered look on her face, and the door shut, leaving the four of us to ponder what had just happened.

“These people on the planet below have been here for so long. If there was a way to leave, don’t you think one of them would have figured out a way?” Magnus was getting frustrated, and I didn’t blame him. It was hard not to be upset while thinking about our predicament. Mary would be worried sick about me, about all of us. There had to be a way.

“I wonder what happened to Sergo,” Suma said out of the blue.

“Sergo? You mean that insect guy from Volim? If I ever see that Padlog again, I’ll hit him with a flyswatter,” Magnus said.

I laughed and decided to fill them in on our encounter with the runaway thief on the day of the Gatekeepers’ graduation. “He’d stolen some Inlorian bars from the Inlor mine, and thought he could use my Relocator to sneak out of there, grabbing millions of credits’ worth of the sought-after metal.”

“What a scammer, using your device to steal from people,” Natalia said. “It’s probably a good thing he couldn’t jump to Volim. You got to make a new alliance with the Inlor. Also, belated congratulations on joining the Gatekeepers, Suma,” she said with a caring smile.

I felt so far removed from the Gatekeepers and the progress with the Alliance now that we were trapped here, so driven the last couple of months to find Magnus. Now that we were here, there was nowhere to go. Something niggled at my brain about what Nat had said. “Natalia, say that again?”

“Congrats, Suma,” she said.

“No. The part about jumping to Volim.” My mind raced, and my eyes sprang open.

“Dean, are you okay…” Natalia started.

“The Relocator! I have it with me. What if it’s not really broken? What if we can use it to travel back to the last location Sergo had embedded into it?” I was off my seat, raw energy coursing through my body.

“What if it doesn’t? What if it’s broken? What if it does work, and it tries to send you to Volim or wherever he had programmed, and it doesn’t recognize it over on this side of the dimension, and you arrive into deep space with nothing but an EVA and a tank of oxygen?” Magnus was always so articulate and supportive.

“Now that you’ve managed to remind me of my biggest fear…” I ran a hand through my hair and paced the room. “Seriously, this might work. Suma, meet me in the engineering office again, and let’s see if we can make this Relocator function again.”

I ran out of the room before anyone could argue, and for the first time since arriving, I felt real hope flood in my chest.

____________

Suma set the Relocator on the table. “I don’t know what to tell you, Dean. It won’t activate.”

I picked it up and flipped it around my palm. Kareem had gifted this to me so long ago, and I’d used it to sneak out of some really dicey situations. I’d been so sure we could figure this out, but Suma’s abilities could only be stretched so far.

“I know. Thanks for spending the last week on it.” I spun in my chair in the office that connected us to Fortune’s engineering room.

Magnus appeared at the door and gave me a dour expression. “You two are still in here. God, Dean. When are you going to give up on that Relocator?”

“I’m not. Did you acquire that contact for me?” I could tell from his face that he had.

“Sure I did. I don’t think it’s going to do you any good. If Suma says it’s dead, then it’s dead, right?” Magnus nodded to Suma, who shook her head.

“Not necessarily. The power core is shot, but I don’t know how Kareem or the Deltra managed to make it. It’s unlike anything I, or your chief engineer, have ever seen. If we could find another power source, we might make a go of it, but…”

“But what?” I prompted.

“But I’ve tried at least three other cores, adapting them to fit, and nothing has worked.” Suma pushed away from the table and let out a classic Shimmali squawk. I knew she was missing home and her father. Sarlun was going to have some words with me when we got home. I closed my eyes and amended the thought. If we got home.

“W,” I said into my earpiece. “Are you at the ship?”

“Of course, Captain. Where else would I be?” Dubs answered.

“Good. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“And where are we going?”

“To the surface of the planet. We have a meeting with a Deltra.” I grinned, and Magnus passed me a tablet with the woman’s location on it. “I never thought we’d be meeting more Deltra, did you?”

“Nope. These ones don’t even know about their captivity by the Kraski, or the subsequent betrayal. It might be best if you don’t bring it up,” he said.

“Thanks again. I’ll see you when we get back. Hopefully with some good news.” I clapped Magnus on his shoulder with a palm, picked up the Relocator, and left the room.

Suma was already out the door, and I walked with her toward our quarters. “I need to grab something,” I said. I had an urge to take my pack with me. There were times I felt this nudge, as if the universe was trying to guide me. I thought to what Regnig had called me while we were under Bazarn Five: Recaster. I was there to change things up, to right wrongs, or maybe wrong rights; it wasn’t so much about good versus evil, or anything like that, but more about equilibrium.

The intuition, as Mary called it, had proven useful on many occasions, and I wasn’t about to ignore it now. I cut into my quarters, grabbed my small pack, slung it over my shoulder, and carried on until we arrived at the hangar where W awaited our arrival.

“Should we bring back Slate?” Suma asked.

“He’s already here,” a voice shouted across the half-empty hangar. “Thought you could get rid of me so easily, did you?”

“Had enough working out with the Keppe?” I asked him. He had obviously just left the gym because he was drenched in sweat and had a towel draped over his head. “Do us a favor? Shower before we land.”

Slate rolled his eyes, and we hopped into the ship before W lifted us out of Fortune and headed for the surface, this time smack-dab in the center of the largest metropolis on the planet. There were nearly a billion various people on the world, and judging by the immense sprawl of the city, fifty million of them lived here. The directions Magnus gave me took us between two skyscrapers, each at least a hundred stories tall, and narrow. The landing pad flanked by the buildings was almost full, and we had to squeeze between two unfamiliar vessels.

“I’ll wait here, Captain,” W said.

When we exited the ship, I was instantly amazed at how fresh the air was. With all of the combined technologies of the different alien life on the world, it appeared as though they’d found a way to prevent emissions. It was the freshest air I’d ever inhaled in the middle of a city.

“Dean, look.” Suma pointed above us, where small vehicles flew through the air like regular traffic. There were floating buoys separating lanes, and in the span of a minute, at least a hundred small ships must have flown by.

“I wonder if this is rush hour?” Slate asked, and then I noticed there were at least five more lanes above the ones closest to us.

“I don’t want to be a commuter here. This looks intense,” I said as a hover train soared between the skyscrapers, fifty yards overhead: their version of the subway. “Maybe we should take some notes for Haven. It looks like they’ve built quite the utopia here,” I said, and finally glanced at the tablet, my eyes spinning from staring at all of the hovering traffic.

“First things first. Let’s see if the Deltra can help us.” Suma took the lead and made for the tall glass building.

A purple gelatinous blob met us at the entrance, and it said something in its own language, which sounded like a series of burps. “Names,” it translated.

“Dean Parker to see Braylam of the Deltra,” I said, and my translator burped my response at the blob. It was semi-transparent, and I spotted organs through its surface, two hearts beating. “Are you a Cib?” I asked, recalling a similar creature with Cee-Eight.

It replied that it was indeed a Cib and directed us inside before telling us to go to the ninety-ninth floor.

“Kind of a posh place,” Slate said. “I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it was surely different than this.”

We crossed a grand foyer; a couple of aliens loitered, chatting, by the far wall. I felt like I was in a New York Upper East Side apartment, complete with a gelatinous blob for a doorman. We made our way to an elevator and I scanned the console with my tablet, translating it to English before pressing the correct button.

We were on the far wall, and the clear glass wall of the elevator allowed us to see the impressive view as we rose high into the building. Another hover train raced by, sending Suma jumping backwards into Slate.

I hefted my pack on my shoulder and checked my collar, making sure it wasn’t janky. I’d been able to use the Keppe ship’s computer to print my own clothing, and I almost had a passable shirt and blazer to go with a pair of almost-jeans. It all felt a little off, like I was a cardboard doll with folded-over paper clothing.

The elevator stopped, a soft chime alerting us that we were at our destination. The doors slid wide.

The layout was an open floor plan, and a few Deltra were walking around, tablets in their hands. It appeared as though the city had fully-developed commerce going on. It was off-putting, but realistic.

I adjusted my translator to relay Deltra, and I waved down a tall bald man that reminded me of Teelon from so long ago. The memory stuck in my throat, and I cleared it before speaking. “We’re here to see Braylam.”

The man stopped, staring at us with wide eyes, and nodded. “This way.”

We followed him to a corner office, and he knocked before letting us in. A Deltra woman hovered in a chair, facing a wall-sized screen with 3D images scrolling over it.

“I’ve been expecting you,” the woman said in English. She had the same unaccented monotone voice that the Deltra I’d stumbled into on Earth during the Event had. It was unsettling.

“How?” I started, then saw her point to her throat.

“Modifications. Most of us have them now. There are too many races and languages to worry about translators. It’s already loud enough out there, we don’t need any more noise pollution. Have a seat.” She was bald too, tall and heavier-set than any Deltra I’d ever met. She wore long, dangling earrings and had multiple piercings on her face.

“We need to see if you can help us with something,” I said.

“I was briefed, but not clearly. What can I do for you?” she asked as she lowered to the ground and walked over to us.

I slung the pack off my shoulder and passed her the Relocator, almost not wanting to drop it into her outstretched hand. “I got this from one of your people. He was a good friend,” I said.

“Was? Is he passed?” She inspected the device.

“He did. A few years ago. We need to activate this device,” I told her.

She set it on the desktop. “I don’t know what it is. Are you able to share?”

I hesitated, but Slate nodded to me, giving me the boost I needed. If I couldn’t trust her with the information, I had no hope of finding out if it could be fixed. “We call it a Relocator. It saves a location, and the device transports you and anyone you’re in contact with to that spot.”

“Really? That’s interesting, and extremely handy. You say a Deltra came up with it?” She held it again, looking closely.

“Yes.” I didn’t tell her they’d also created the Kalentrek, a device capable of wiping out an entire species with the press of a button.

Suma cut in. “The power core is shot, as far as I can tell, but we can’t access one to work. We thought it might be a Deltra trade secret.”

The woman leaned in, her gaze lingering on the doorway for a second before she quietly asked a question. “What are you hoping to use this for, seriously?”

I decided to be honest. “It has a location saved in it, one from beyond this dimension.”

“And you think you can wield it to traverse the dimensional shift caused by the nebula?” she asked.

“Pretty much,” Slate said.

“Impossible. To do that, you’d need a conductor far more powerful than anything we have here.”

The intuition was paying off again. I opened the bag again and pulled out an Inlorian bar. “Test this. Could you make the power core out of this?” I passed it to her, and she grinned.

“I don’t know, but now you have intrigued me. Leave this with me and return tomorrow.” She set them both to the side and crossed her arms.

“I’m not sure…” I started to say.

“It will take time to analyze. I do not wish to steal, break, or do anything reprehensible with your device. I’m more curious than anything, and this is definitely Deltra, so it interests me. Also, I’ll duplicate the technology to a scalable device and make a fortune. In the meantime, I’ll see about getting you home.”

She seemed honest about it. “You have no interest in leaving this world?” I asked.

“All I know is here. My life is good. We have food, shelter, and everything we could possibly need. There’s nothing on the other side for me.” She sounded so sure of her answer.

“So tomorrow, then?” I double-checked.

“Tomorrow,” she replied, keeping her gaze on the Relocator. She ushered us out of the room and called a few of her staff into her office, barking commands as she shut the door.

“I guess we have no choice but to trust her,” Slate said. “We’re in the city, we may as well enjoy ourselves.”


Twenty-Four

“Are you sure Ableen’s up for this, Karo?” I leaned to whisper the question in his ear. The group of us were seated at a rooftop restaurant, overlooking a great ocean. I could understand why Braylam wouldn’t consider leaving for a galaxy she’d never even seen.

Ableen was staring at the food with wide eyes. She only spoke in an ancient Theos dialect that I’d never heard. Karo had always used English with me. He turned to her and softly spoke a phrase, and she nodded.

“She said the food is very good.” Karo was smiling, and I’d noticed the instant shift in his personality. He’d been brooding of late, and for good reason. Now we’d managed to find another of his kind, and he couldn’t have been happier.

The restaurant was busy; dozens of tables were occupied by all sorts of beings. Some were familiar, others far off my radar. But what struck me as amazing was how well they all got along. They’d really built something special out of necessity. The open-air space was a cacophony of alien chatter and laughter.

Our table was its own mix, with two Theos, Suma the Shimmali, Slate, Magnus, Natalia, and I rounding out the humans, and Rulo had a hulking Keppe with her who gave me the impression he wasn’t her cousin.

“Can you ask her to tell us her tale?” Natalia asked from her seat beside Ableen. She reached out and set a hand on the Theos woman’s forearm.

“I know much of it, but will translate for you now.” Karo spoke softly to Ableen, and she met our gazes with a smile of her own. I couldn’t imagine being abducted then waking thousands of years later, and a day after, sitting with a view like this, with a bunch of strange people asking about you.

She talked, and Karo recited her story.

“Ableen was born a quarry miner’s daughter. This was before the Iskios were even banished. Then she’d had many Iskios friends, so she was shocked to hear when I told her about our race being extinct, and about the portal stones.

“She grew up as any other child on our world, taken care of and not lacking anything. She excelled in classes and quickly rose above her parents’ rank, venturing into engineering in the capital.” Karo raised a hand; his eyes were full of wonder. “I was there once as a child, before they extended my life to watch over things and await the Recaster’s arrival.” He shot me a look, and Ableen glanced over at me, averting her eyes. She seemed to think I was someone important.

Karo kept speaking. “The capital was being vacated when I was there, lines of Theos leaving to pour themselves into the stones. It was a sad sight. A majestic place with no one to walk the streets any longer. Anyway, enough about me; I’ll continue with Ableen’s story.

“She lived a simple life, even finding love after some time. She doesn’t recall much about the night she was taken by the Collector. Her last memory was walking home after a long day working on an experimental project. She saw a red energy bear down on her; green light zapped overhead, and the next thing she knew, we were pulling her from the display case on his ship.”

Ableen stopped talking and took a few absent bites of her dinner. I was sure there was far more to the Theos, but at least we understood the basics now. Karo would learn things in due time.

“We don’t know how long ago this was, then?” I asked.

“It would be hard to tell. Imagine what she’s feeling, Dean. I want to comfort her, but her wounds and losses are fresh. Her love, her family, all gone for thousands of years, and now she learns we’re the last two Theos in existence,” Karo said. “I’d be reluctant to pressure her, but I do hope she stays close to me. I would love nothing more than to reconnect with my own kind, even in a strictly platonic way.” He said this all in English as Ableen pecked away at the foreign food on her plate.

“Does she know that, Karo? Because she’s been giving you some serious sideways glances,” Slate said, and Suma threw an elbow at him.

Magnus ordered another Padlog nectar drink for the table and winked at me. “You sure love those things. I bet you were thrilled to hear they had it,” I told him.

“If we’re stranded here, there could be worse places,” he said. “At least there’s a city. I couldn’t image having been stuck on Sterona like the four of you.”

Three of that group were at dinner now; Mary was the only one back home. “Mary would have preferred this, that’s for sure,” Slate said, and I nodded.

I wished she and Jules were here with me. Maybe I should have brought them. Wouldn’t it be better to be stuck in a dimensional purgatory together, than to be apart? I decided I wasn’t sure, but I knew where my vote would lie.

“You must miss her,” Natalia said.

“I do,” I said as our Cib waiter came by, drink trays balanced on outstretched gelatinous hands. He passed my nectar over, and I took a long pull. It was really good.

“What about this Braylam? Even if she gets this Relocator to work, will it take you out of here?” Magnus asked.

Slate stuck his hand in the air, like a student waiting to talk. “I’m going to test it.”

I shook my head. “No, Slate. It’s my responsibility. I brought us here, I’ll test it.” I knew that even if Braylam suggested it was operational, our being across the dimension might affect it. There was a distinct chance I could be Relocated into the middle of space… or worse.

“That’s not fair,” Suma said. “We came here as a team, and we all voted on traveling through the Cloud. As one.”

“I know, Suma, but I’m going to be the one to try it. End of story.” I rested into my chair, letting a thin robot porter clear my plate. Suma didn’t argue, but I knew she was pouting about it. “We’ll go together in the morning and check on progress, is that better?”

“Sure thing, boss. But don’t make it too early,” Slate said.

“Why’s that?” I pressured.

“Because Magnus and I are going to stay up drinking these bad boys for a while,” he said with a laugh.

“You know what? I’m starting to enjoy this, pup,” Magnus said, lifting his glass in the air. Natalia rolled her eyes but raised her own glass.

“What are we raising a glass to?” I pondered.

“To us, Dean. To friendship!” Magnus stood, and the rest of us followed suit, clinking our metallic cups in unison, nectar splashing over our dirty plates.

“To friendship,” we chorused, but the whole time, I had a sinking feeling in my gut that I was never going to be able to leave this purgatory to get home to Mary.

____________

The suite was opulent, but even though it was well past the middle of the night, I lay awake, sitting up in bed staring out the window at the picturesque view. I’d managed a couple hours of uninterrupted sleep, but the second my eyes sprang open during a bad dream, I hadn’t been able to fall back under.

There were far too many thoughts bouncing around the inner reaches of my mind, including the bizarre Collector. What other races did he have on that ship? What could all of those beings teach us about the universe we lived in, or used to?

My ears perked up like a dog’s on the hunt as I heard light footsteps attempting to conceal their presence. My head jerked to the side, seeing my pulse rifle propped against the wall twenty feet away. Slate was next door, and I thought about yelling for him, but with the quality of this hotel, I doubted they made the walls paper-thin like a seedy motel.

“Who’s there?” I went for the direct approach. I moved to the ledge of the bed, a little closer to my weapon.

No answer came, but I saw the form lingering in the shadow by the suite’s entrance.

I didn’t wait any longer. I rolled from the bed, over the hard floor, and arrived beside the chair, grabbing my pulse rifle firmly. I hopped to my feet and jumped away, holding the gun toward the figure I’d seen seconds ago.

“Don’t be alarmed, Dean,” a voice said behind me.

I spun, and a slim hand waved in the air, knocking my gun to the ground. I bent to pick it up, but it stuck to the floor as if someone super-glued it there. I scrambled away until my back pressed against the far wall. “What do you want?” I asked.

“Dean.” The figure removed a hood covering their head, the shadows dissipating from her face. It was Braylam, the Deltra engineer. “Relax. It’s only me.”

“Relax? You sneaked into my room in the ungodly hours of the night!”

“I finished the Relocator.” The small device sat in her palm now, and she held it outstretched to me.

“And you came over here with it?” I asked, her story not quite adding up.

“Dean, I think you’re right.”

“About what?”

“The power of this thing. I replicated it, testing it with a normal power core. It worked fine, but when I used the Inlorian bar to make wire for the coils, my replication exploded. So I had to brace the original to withstand the power inside the new core. It worked.” Braylam’s usually monotone voice was filled with emotion I’d never heard from a Deltra, even from Kareem on his deathbed.

“What are you suggesting?” I stepped toward her, accepting the outstretched device.

“I’m suggesting this might just take you where you want to go: to the pre-set location saved inside it.” She smiled thinly, and her hand shook slightly. She seemed to notice and shoved her hands into deep pockets inside her cloak.

“And you came here now to tell me this, why?” I pressed her.

“Don’t you see? If anyone here finds out you have the power to leave this place, there will be pandemonium.”

“I thought no one would ever want to leave this utopia?”

Braylam shook her head. “There are factions that do. But there are others that would smell profit in this.” She pointed to my hand. “They’d kill you ten ways to tomorrow for that thing.”

“Then why did you bring it to me?” I wondered if this even was the original. Braylam could have duplicated it and, when it failed, blamed the device, not herself.

“Because it’s too dangerous for me to have, and because you were given this by one of my people. We aren’t a very trusting lot, so that means something to me. The Deltra are an honorable race, Dean Parker.” Her eyes were wide, and I thought about all the real Deltra had been through. Betraying the Kraski, then us; but through it all, it was only about self-preservation, and I couldn’t blame them. They weren’t all that different from us.

“Thank you.” I peeked at it, seeing a glowing ring around it that was never there before.

“The core is strong, that Inlorian bar intense. A jump like the one you’re describing, taking you across this dimensional shift and countless light-years after, could fry it. If you’re lucky enough to end up at the right destination, the core may need time to recharge. I added a display bar inside.” She showed me, flipping it open. It had ten glowing green bars in a row. “If you use it to come here again, make sure all ten bars are charged first.”

“Do you really think it might work?” I asked, suddenly nervous to attempt it.

Braylam stayed silent for a moment too long, and her hesitation answered my question. “I hope so, Dean. I really do.” She started for the door, waving her hand over my gun as she walked by it. Now I saw a small glowing ring on her hand. It hadn’t been magic after all, just technology. I nudged the rifle with my toe and it moved freely.

“You’re leaving?”

“Good luck. Don’t share what you have here. It would be too hazardous,” she said, and as silently as she had arrived, she was gone.

I sat on the edge of the bed and thought about using it right there and then. The old Dean would have done it. He was impulsive and straight to the point, but I’d put the others through so much, they had the right to know. If I attempted to use the Relocator now and it failed, they might think I was abducted from the hotel room and never know what had really befallen me. Plus, I didn’t have my EVA here with me, and there was no way I was using this thing without it on.

I thought about waking the others up and making them leave for Fortune with me immediately, but they’d all been through a lot and deserved what brief rest and relaxation they could get. I held the Relocator and climbed into bed, positive I’d never sleep another ounce in my life. A few minutes later, my eyes closed, my breathing deepened, and everything ceased to exist.


Twenty-Five

“Have you tested this thruster pack out before, Magnus?” I asked. It was strapped to my back and was of lighter weight than the old ones he and I had worn years ago, trying to stop a war with the Bhlat. He’d gone over the basic functions of it, and I was sure I’d figure it out if I was stranded in deep space with no other options.

“I’ve played around with them a few times, sure. As basic as you think. Now, do you need anything else?” Magnus asked. We were in the hangar, and the whole gang was huddled around awaiting my departure.

Slate set a hand on my shoulder and tapped on my helmet’s face mask. “Are you sure you don’t want me to test this? I don’t mind, really. You have so much more to lose,” he said quietly.

There wasn’t going to be any more discussion about it. “I’m doing it.”

“And Braylam thinks there could be a delay in returning? It has to charge?” Suma asked again.

“That’s right. I don’t know how long it’ll take, so be patient. If I don’t show up for a day or two, let’s try not to freak out.” I looked Slate in the eyes when I said that.

Karo came over to me and grabbed me in a hug, his long arms wrapping around my EVA suit and thruster pack. “Be well, my friend. We’ll see you soon.” His green eyes bore into mine, and I nodded.

“I’ll be as well as I can be,” I promised.

Natalia gave me a hug too, not meeting my gaze. “And you think it’s going to have Volim saved into it?”

“Sergo made me think as much. There’s no way for me to know, not without trying it.” I gave her a slight smile, and stepped away from the group.

The entire assembly stood in a line now, between me and our ship. W was present too, beside Ableen, who seemed confused as to what we were doing here. I assumed Karo’s translation had failed at some point.

“I’ll see you all soon,” I said before turning from them to face the exterior wall of Fortune. I didn’t want anyone to behold the look of horror on my face as I pulled the device out and hovered my finger over the icon. “I’m coming home soon, Mary and Jules. We’ll all be together. I have a few things to do first. Let’s take everyone else home.” I’d turned my earpiece off and whispered the words.

Then I closed my eyes and pressed the icon.

When I opened them, I was in total darkness. For a second, I began to panic, my breathing coming in shallow huffs, until I realized I wasn’t floating in space. My feet were planted on the ground. I flicked my EVA lights on and found myself in a run-down room, a handful of bodies on the floor. I saw the familiar golden pollen on the ant-like Padlog and let out a shout of excitement.

I was in the underground hive of Volim’s capital city, where I’d first met Sergo. This was the rear of the bar. I saw the same table we’d sat at with the sketchy character in the corner and let out another shout of joy.

“Where did you come from?” the chits and buzzes translated in my ear. I spun around to see two huge beetle-shaped Padlog stalking toward me. I reached for my rifle but figured something else might work with them.

“Sergo sent me.”

“Is that so?” The greater of the two had huge black eyes; foot-long mandibles clicked open and shut as he spoke.

“Yes. He’s setting up his penthouse on Haven and wanted me to gather a few of his things.”

“Penthouse. He really pulled that job off? He was always bragging he was going to steal from those Inlor, but none of us thought he had the skills to pull it off,” the chits translated.

“He did. I have to get going. If you guys help me reach the surface, I’ll make sure to tell Sergo how well you should be rewarded for assisting me. He’s throwing his new wealth around like a wild man,” I lied, and they both perked up.

“This way. We’ll bring you.”

That was too easy. I still couldn’t trust them, but I didn’t have much of a choice. I kept my hand on the gun at my hip, and the other clasped over the Relocator. We stepped over the fallen drugged-out Padlog on the floor and wound our way through the hive’s quiet inner corridors, eventually finding the elevator that would bring us aboveground.

They asked a few questions about Sergo’s new place and made plans to go visit him. I took their names, not even bothering to remember them. I had other things on my mind.

It had worked! The Relocator worked!

I had to transport a message to Mary. There was too much to do, and the elevator was moving far too slowly for me.

It arrived up top, and I gave thanks to my new friends, who decided they couldn’t leave my side until I made it to the embassy tower. Padlog of every variety were outside, walking and talking as they headed to and from their daily activities. Food trucks lined the open area between the sky-piercing towers, their roasting protein sending smoke into the sky. It was bustling and exciting as various insect-shaped humanoids talked and walked and lived their lives. I couldn’t have been happier. My steps were light, and everyone I passed eyed me up and down as I bounded by in a full EVA with a rifle and thrust pack strapped to me. I must have seemed like a madman.

“Thank you. Sergo will be in touch,” I said, and the two Padlog lumbered off into the crowds.

Once inside the building, I was greeted by the bright polished lobby, where possibly the same scholars from the last time we’d visited stood by a water feature, discussing topics only of interest to themselves.

I approached their small group and interrupted. “I need to speak to the Supreme.”

In all the excitement, I’d forgotten to even check the charge on the Relocator. I opened my palm and saw three glowing bars. So it hadn’t been fully drained. That was good to know.

“The Supreme is busy, I’m sure,” one of the scholars said, his wasp head tilting upward as he tried to assess what I was.

“Tell them Dean Parker is here, and I need to urgently speak with the Supreme. He’ll want to see me,” I urged.

“Doubtful.” The scholar left the group, who’d fallen silent at my arrival, and I waited at the side of the room. I couldn’t believe it had worked. My cheeks were sore from smiling, and I couldn’t stop.

Eventually, a tall green mantis-type Padlog meandered over to me and spoke. “The Supreme will see you now.”

It wasn’t long before I was in the same meeting room on the third floor. The Supreme was waiting there, his short cricket form hoisted on a small chair.

“Dean Parker again. Why am I not surprised to see you?” he asked.

We’d been in discussion with the Supreme lately, though Terrance and the other Alliance of Worlds members were his contacts, not me.

“I hear you found your mate. How very lucky for you,” he said.

“Yes. I am lucky. Look, I need your help,” I said. I removed my helmet, setting it on the floor, and slung the thrusters beside it before sitting across from him.

“Very well. Speak your piece,” the Supreme said, his small black eyes focusing on me with intensity.

I settled in to tell him my story, starting with Sergo at the Gatekeepers’ celebration. He demanded every detail, and claimed he was going to kill the rogue Padlog if he ever got his tiny hands around his neck.

I kept talking, checking the Relocator halfway through, seeing it was up to four bars, and I felt some of the tension release from my shoulders. I told the Supreme about our chase after Magnus’ missing ship, about the waylay on the robot world, about the failing portal stones, and about our experience with the Traders. He’d personally dealt with the same woman as I had on a few occasions and was impressed I’d made off so well.

He was surprised to hear about the crashed Keppe lifeboat and applauded our ingenuity at finding the location of Fortune. His arms wavered as I mentioned the Collector, making a buzzing sound like a cricket.

“And this Collector had Padlog?” he asked.

“Apparently. I didn’t see it,” I admitted. I kept talking until my mouth was dry and my tale was spent. “Then I arrived at Sergo’s saved location inside the hive, far below the surface.”

The Supreme opened and closed his small mouth a few times before saying anything. “And how can I help you now? Can you use that to transport your people here?”

I nodded. “I believe we can, though it will take a lot of time and work. The Relocator can carry multiple people with it, but I’m not sure how many or how far. We’ll have to move in small groups, and judging by the charging time...” I pointed at the device, which was up to five bars now, an hour or so later. “This could take a few weeks to deliver the entire crew of Fortune back. I need a safe zone to bring them to, then we’re going to require ships to transfer us all to Haven. Can you help us?”

“Of course. What good is being part of this Alliance if we don’t assist others in need? I’m sure we’ll be able to negotiate a fair price, after all.” There it was: the crux of his motivation. There always was one.

“I’m sure we can. Thank you for the assistance, Supreme.” I shook his little hand, and he settled into his seat. “Is there somewhere I can use to program the Relocator to arrive?”

“I have just the spot, Dean. Come with me.”

____________

The Relocator was at nine bars, and it felt like forever waiting for a full charge. I didn’t bother with the EVA this time. It was bulky and hopefully unnecessary. The Supreme had given me full access to a huge landing pad in the middle of their ocean, a private location most of the Padlog weren’t even aware existed.

It came complete with a dozen mid-sized Padlog WASP vessels, which would give us enough space to transport everyone to Haven. From there, we’d have to use the portal stones to funnel the Keppe to Oliter, and us to New Spero.

The Supreme also sent a recording with a ship to Haven. Terrance would ensure Mary got the message. It wouldn’t get there much faster than I would, but even a couple of days meant a lot when you were at home waiting for your husband to come home to you and your daughter.

I was alone on the floating island now, and as soon as the Relocator showed ten fully-charged bars, I set the location to return us here instead of below ground in a dingy bar full of unscrupulous characters. I didn’t think they’d appreciate a full force of Keppe warriors arriving unannounced.

“Here goes nothing.” I took a deep breath and tapped the icon.

A millisecond later, I was back inside the hangar beside our Kraski ship. Slate was spread out on a cot, snoring; Suma and Rulo were playing a game at a table, and the huge Keppe warrior almost knocked the table over when she saw me. She rushed over, picking me up and squeezing my ribs.

“Let me down!” I gasped between laughs.

Slate came to and was up in a blink, breaking into a smile. “Never doubted it for a moment.”

“Where’s Magnus?” I asked.

“Right here.” He stepped off the Kraski ship and crossed his arms. “I can’t believe you did it.”

“You didn’t think I’d pull it off, did you? I told you I owed you one rescue. Now we’re even,” I said with a laugh.

“What happened?” Suma asked. She was gripping my arm tightly, as if she wasn’t able to let me go.

I told them about arriving at Volim and the deal with the Supreme.

“We have a fleet to bring us home?” Magnus asked.

“We do. Once this charges, we can start transferring the crew. And us,” I told them.

Everyone in the room cheered, pumping fists in the air and hugging each other. It felt great.

“Dean,” Rulo said, breaking the excitement, “I’m not coming with you.”

I was taken aback. “What? Why?”

She shrugged. “Kaspin asked if I’d like to stay with him, and I would. I’ve had enough of wars and adventure. My body’s tired, Dean. I could use a place like this world to live out my days, and a man like Kaspin to spoil me.”

“I can’t make you come with, but it’s your choice,” I replied, and Slate pushed me out of the way, giving her a punch on one armored arm.

“We’re going to miss you, Rulo. You’re one of a kind,” he told her, and I saw tears forming in her snake eyes. She wiped them away and cleared her throat.

“Okay, we have a lot to do to prepare. Are we sure we don’t want to extend the offer to anyone else?” Magnus asked.

I thought about what Braylam had said in the hotel room, about the pandemonium it would cause. Still, leaving them all here with no choice was going to be a tough decision.

“It’s not my choice to make. I can’t do it, Magnus,” I admitted.

“I know, Dean. I know.”


Twenty-Six

It was only a week to travel by hyperdrive from Volim to Haven, and I’d completed the trek before, but it was going excruciatingly slowly. By the time I allowed myself to leave the Padlog world, over half of the Keppe ship Fortune’s population was on Volim, occupying the borrowed insectoid vessels.

Magnus assured me he was right behind, and I left Volim, ready to be back at Haven, and from there to New Spero. I had the device that J-NAK had made us to apply to the portal stones, and told Magnus and the others not to attempt using them without it.

We’d managed to use the Relocator to move ten people at a time to Volim, from the other dimension to which the Cloud had sent us. The only issue was the six or so hours it took to charge fully between jumps.

All in all, I was overcome with happiness at being on the final leg of the trip home.

The Volim ship was larger than the Kraski ship we’d had to leave behind, and we had twenty-five Keppe on board with us. Karo and Ableen were with Slate, Suma, and me in the dining room off the galley, and we were drinking the last of the coffee we’d brought with us.

“Quite the ride, boss,” Slate said. He scratched at his thick blond beard. “Can you do me a favor?”

“Sure, what’s that?” I asked.

“Stay home for a while. The last few years have been hectic with everything going on. The return to Earth, starting our colonies and cities there from scratch. The Alliance of Worlds, the Gatekeepers’ Academy, and Haven’s insane expansion. But at least that stuff lets us go home at the end of the night and rest our heads on our own pillows.” Slate drained his cup.

“Deal. I think Mary would appreciate that too. We do have a serious problem to deal with,” I said.

“What’s that?” Suma asked.

“The portals. The Gatekeepers need to figure out what’s happening to them. If the Theos” – I glanced at Ableen, who wouldn’t understand me – “are disappearing from inside them, we’re going to have a lot of missing Keepers out there. We’re going to have to do a full count and find a way to bring them all home.” I leaned back, wishing that was a problem for someone else.

“I’m sure my father is working on it,” Suma assured me.

“But he won’t have a way to traverse the portals safely. We left a message with him to spread the word, but what about those already on the other sides? They’re going to be stuck.” I swirled the dark coffee in my cup and finished off the bitter brew.

“There are a lot of Gatekeepers, and many of them have a lot more experience than we do,” Slate said. “Maybe it’s time to hang up the helmet, Dean.”

He wasn’t wrong. I could hand off the Modifier device from J-NAK and settle in on New Spero, or even my parents’ old farmhouse in middle America. Thinking about the beautiful piece of land reminded me of the storm cellar beneath the home, the one only I could access, that led to the ship where I was storing the mini Kalentrek and time-travel tool I’d used to dispose of Lom of Pleva. When I got the Relocator back, I decided to hide it there too.

I changed the subject, unsure what I was going to do when I arrived. I’d have to speak with Mary first, then with Sarlun, to see how grim the situation with the stones was. “Karo, what about you two? What are your plans with Ableen?”

She’d stuck to him like glue since we’d found her, but she was coming out of her scared shell with each passing day. Under the right circumstances, I knew she would once again become that dynamic woman she used to be.

I couldn’t imagine the rollercoaster of emotions she’d been going through, language barriers aside. We didn’t have Theos in our databanks, so there was no translating it. Karo had always used English with us. She sat straighter than before now, her hands less fidgety, her eyes making contact with others. It was all quite positive so far.

Karo took a second to answer. “We’re not sure. I want her to see what we have to offer for her, and she can choose.”

“You’re going to be by her side, though, right?” Suma asked.

“Only if that’s what Ableen wants. She isn’t my property, and just because she’s a woman and I’m a man, that doesn’t mean I’m going to assume anything further than what we have so far. I’m thrilled to have found another Theos. It’s amazing,” he said, smiling at Ableen. He translated to her, and she looked happier than I’d ever seen her. She said something, and he relayed it. “She’s looking forward to seeing Haven. A world with dozens of races living in harmony, kind of like the planet we recently visited, she said.”

We stayed there, chatting among ourselves for a few hours. The whole time, I was pressing away the desire to head home to my family faster.

____________

Our arrival at Haven was expected. The messenger the Supreme had sent a few days prior to our departure was present, and I knew Terrance and Leslie would be at the landing pad outside the capital city, awaiting us.

W lowered us to the ground and landed with a soft touch while Slate opened the bottom of the WASP, letting warm air blow up and into the cargo hold. I ran, greeting my hybrid friends.

“Have you heard from Mary? Is everyone okay?” I asked.

“Yes, they’re fine, Dean. Worried about you, but fine. We haven’t been able to use the portals, but you knew that already. Where’s Magnus? Did you really travel to another dimension and return?” Terrance’s questions came out in a flurry.

“Magnus, Nat, and the kids are coming when the rest of the crew is safely on their way. Mag feels partially responsible for their predicament, and as their captain, there was no way he’d leave before making sure everyone got out,” I told them. “And yes, we did end up being sucked through a dimensional rift, but we made it back.”

Slate puffed out his chest a little. “Was there ever a doubt?” he asked with false bravado. The truth was, there was a time period that we didn’t expect to ever leave. It had been like living a nightmare.

“As much as I want to fill you guys in, I have to make it home. Since I have the portal modifier from J-NAK, I’ll bring you home first, Suma. Can you give us a ride to the portal?” I looked for a nearby lander.

“Dean, if you don’t mind, I’ll stay here until you return. I know my father, and he’s going to want a meeting, and soon. I’ll go home then,” Suma said.

“Sure.” I put an arm around her shoulders, pulling her in. “Thanks for being you, Suma. Once again, we couldn’t have done it without you.”

“I’m happy to help. Thanks for helping us home,” she said.

“Slate? Keep an eye on her, if you don’t mind staying.” I turned and had nearly forgotten that Karo and Ableen were with us. I introduced her to Leslie and Terrance, and they promised to get the Theos woman settled into her own place for the night. Ableen agreed, as long as Karo was staying put. With everything settled, I hopped into the lander with Terrance, and we headed toward Haven’s portal room.

“Terrance, I know I ask a lot of you guys, and you can always say no to anything, but is there any way you can make sure Suma, Slate, and Karo are ready to meet Mary and me here in twelve…make it twenty-four hours? We’ll make the trip to Shimmal then.”

Terrance didn’t hesitate. “You never ask more than you need to. It’ll be done. Also, what are we doing with Sergo? The messenger asked us to send him to Volim with them, under their control. I guess the Supreme isn’t very happy with him.”

I thought about this, wondering if I should cut the Padlog some slack. The Relocator did save our lives and take us home, but if he hadn’t demanded it in the first place, it never would have been his for me to barter back.

“Send him to Volim. He was stealing from the Inlor, and they think he’s dead. It wouldn’t be good for our Alliance if they found out we were harboring a fugitive of theirs,” I said.

Terrance nodded, and soon we were lowering to the grounds outside the portal.

“I’ll see you in a day,” Terrance said, smiling at me. “I’m glad to see you. Go visit your family, you deserve it.”

“I will. Talk soon.” I hopped out with nothing but my white jumpsuit on and my pack slung over my shoulder. The lander lifted away, leaving me alone on the arrival pad in the hot summer-like air.

At this point, I wasn’t even sure how long I’d been gone from home. A couple of months at least, maybe three or four. The days were a blur as I thought of them, but I felt every second of the trip as I trod into the portal corridors, heading for the room.

I pulled out the device from the robot J-NAK as I entered the portal, the lights on the walls glowing brightly, and the stone activating as I approached. The table lit up, and I placed the tablet-sized unit on top of the symbols, turning it on. If I chose the icon for New Spero and didn’t use the device, I might end up at any random portal stone in the universe.

I connected them and chose the icons on both the tablet and the table before pressing the symbol with a shaky hand.

The portal stone blinked before it shone white, and I’d never seen it do anything quite like that. I looked around, worried I’d been sent either nowhere or somewhere wrong, but found myself in the familiar portal room outside Terran Five on New Spero. Relief flooded me, and I couldn’t stop my legs from running now.

Mary wouldn’t know when I was coming, but I wasn’t surprised to find a lander outside the mountain corridors, waiting for me. Two New Spero guards were stationed inside it, each of them surprised to find me in front of them.

“Mr. Parker. Welcome home!” a young dark-haired man with a wispy mustache said.

“We’re honored to take you wherever you need to go,” the woman said, her uniform crisp and so clean it appeared like she’d changed into it a minute ago.

“Home. Take me home.”

____________

The sun was setting as the lander lifted from my acreage. I heard Jules before I saw her or Mary’s shadowy forms walking toward me from the porch. “Papa! Papa!” Jules was yelling, and I ran for them, arms outstretched.

I picked up my daughter, and my heart was pounding in my chest as I held her close, her small cheek pressed to my newly grown-in beard. “Jules, my angel. I’m home.”

Mary’s arm pulled me close, our daughter squished between us. “I knew you’d make it.” She kissed me firmly, using her hand at my neck to make sure I couldn’t break free.

“Papa, what bring me?” Jules asked, and I lifted her above my head and laughed.

“I brought you… me,” I told her.

“Papa’s silly,” Jules said with confidence.

“I won’t deny that.” I turned my attention to Mary, who’d been watching Jules’ and my interaction with interest. “Are you ever a sight for sore eyes.”

“You’ve seen better days.” Her eyes twinkled in the red dusk. “Come on in. I forgot to tell Maggie you were here.”

The cocker spaniel was inside the front door, barking like she was about to explode. Mary opened the door and the cocker catapulted, jumping all over me, licking my face as I bent over to pet the girl.

“What happened out there?” Mary asked.

I thought about the crazy series of events and dropped my pack on the porch. “Let’s go inside. You’re going to want a glass of wine with this story.” I scooped Jules up, and the whole family went into the house together. I glanced out at the front yard and smiled as I shut the door, sealing us in for the night.

THE END
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Prologue

Their scent was overwhelming, luring him to the nest from miles away. He was starving, and the idea of food motivated him to speed up. His paws plodded along the rough ground; rocks littered the landscape as if they’d originated from the sky. Otherwise, the night was cold, close to freezing.

The hunter paused in the middle of the open space, raising his head to sniff. The land was sterile, fruitless, and he caught a whiff of impending precipitation. If he was correct, it would be falling as white flakes before the night was over. This only made him move faster, his thin limbs quickly carrying his emaciated body across the terrain.

His target was half a mile ahead; their smell filled his olfactory sensors now, filling him with blood lust. Food. Finally, after a week of eating nothing but grass, he’d found meat. His pupils widened as he remembered the feel of flesh between his lips, the blood of the kill dripping off his snout.

It was dark out; the dense clouds concealed the pricks of light he’d grown accustomed to over the years. As he neared the rocky outcropping his prey was using as a nest, he paused, seeing snow fall for the first time this season. A flake slowly dropped, landing on his nose before melting. He licked his lips and crouched low, trying to obtain a visual on his targets.

There were three of the six-legged creatures: a male, a female, and a baby. Life was tough out here, and that was why he was the last of his kind. Slowly but surely, they’d all died. His pack was gone. He was alone. The prey was half his size, but they needed less to survive. He envied their small stomachs and their hibernating ability.

He slunk around their nest, climbing above the rocks to peer over at the family. The male was sleeping, the baby nestled into his mother’s embrace. She was awake, watching, listening as the protective matriarchs always did. For a moment, he felt guilty for what he was about to do, but life was like that. It was the only way to survive, and instinct took over.

He jumped down, landing on all four paws. He bit the female’s head first, ending her with a snap of his powerful jaws. The male was next, raking his claws out, thrashing his tail without success. He died seconds later. The infant was flailing, six legs pulling it away from the bloody scene.

The attacker let it go. There was no survival for the child. This harsh world would eat it up before sunrise. Snow fell heavily now, and the hunter ate, consuming every part of the two victims. His eyes rolled back in euphoric triumph and he moved into the open, away from the nest when he was done.

He already felt the changes happening, and he allowed them to expedite. His snout shortened, and he felt every stitch of his face pull inward as his head twisted and deformed. His long, lean legs morphed, and two more stubby, leathery legs pushed out from his sides. His bushy tail shed its hair and lengthened until it was two feet long; a spike grew from the end.

A howl emerged from his throat, a primal sound, before his voice gurgled and changed to match that of the prey he’d recently consumed.

The hunter was now lower to the ground, and he took a few tentative steps, practicing walking with six appendages. He stumbled around, trying to recall how to walk smoothly. He’d Shifted into one of these creatures before, but that had been many seasons ago.

When he was confident in his ability, he started toward the mountains in the distance. His stomach extended, a bulbous sack containing the bones and blood of his recent victims. Already their cold blood made him acclimate to the weather more easily.

He felt stronger than he had in many cycles of the pink moon. His mind wavered, drifting into a catatonic state as he moved through the cold damp night. By the time he arrived at the base of the mountains, he was exhausted, ready for a brief hibernation to digest and consider his next move.

When he awoke again, the ground was blanketed in snow, and he wished his legs were a few inches longer so his belly wouldn’t drag in the powder. It was going to be a long season. He needed to find a food source, and then he’d find a cave to rest in, waiting out the weather.

The hunter scuttled on six legs through rocky paths, over small hills and ridges, climbing with a skill his previous animal body couldn’t have managed. Miles later, he smelled the newcomers before he saw them. His kind always had an acute sense of smell, no matter what form they embraced at the time. It was a skill that should have allowed them to thrive, if only the land weren’t so deadly.

He pushed the thoughts of his people away and waited for the two creatures to walk into the valley below. They were on two legs, and he found this disconcerting. Nothing here had that capability, at least that he’d seen – other than the winged creatures, but these were nothing like those. They were tall, shiny, and didn’t seem to mind making noise.

He crept along the mountainside, following behind them for a mile before they stopped. He watched with interest as they erected a shelter: a portable cave with strange smells. He didn’t understand the scents; they were too foreign to his senses.

That was when it hit the hunter. They weren’t from here. Somehow, these creatures had arrived on his land. He needed to find out where they came from. Perhaps he could follow the path and leave as well. The thought consumed him, and he waited, spying on them as they sat together, communicating animatedly. He listened, hoping to gain comprehension. His kind could emulate their prey’s speech patterns, if not fully understand them. Perhaps if he could learn a phrase, he could lure one away. One was all he needed.

“You really want to risk using the portal table again?” one of them asked. The hunter smelled him as a male.

The female replied, “What choice do we have? This place is terrible. It’s nothing but rocks and snow. Sensors aren’t picking up anything larger than a dog in the area. I don’t know about you, but this isn’t what I signed up for. What do you think went wrong?”

The hunter stayed and listened, unable to decipher a single sound. “Dean Parker and Sarlun have been warning us that this might eventually happen. The damned Theos are leaving the stones. It’s like everything is disintegrating. The way I look at it, we have portals on hundreds of worlds, the entire system is interconnected. The Theos are somehow powering the crystals, but they’re also fueling the whole complex grid of connections. There’s enough juice to run each world’s portal stone, but the grid is broken. Unless someone fixes it, we’re bound for random planets each time we use it…”

The female cut him off. “And since they unlocked the previously blocked symbols, we don’t know where we could end up. The Theos Collective had good reasons to hide those from the Gatekeepers of old. Dean needed them to stop the Iskios from destroying half of the universe,” she said.

“Exactly. So if we go through again, we could end up on one of those dangerous worlds. Do you really want to risk arriving on a planet of lava, or one full of deadly human-eating snails?” the male asked.

“How do we know this world wasn’t on the list?” she asked.

“We don’t.”

The hunter watched with intense curiosity. He was beginning to learn their speech, tiny bits and pieces funneled into images through his advanced cerebral cortex. He understood their term portal on a basic level.

He sniffed the air, picking up this pair’s scent behind him. If he acted soon, he’d be able to follow their tracks and trace the smell to this portal they spoke of.

“I wish we hadn’t signed up for this job. I’d much rather be working on Shimmal. How about you?” he asked.

That was when the hunter noticed they weren’t the same species. At first he’d thought their smells separated their sexes, but it went beyond that. He spotted the snout waving beyond an artificial dome over the man’s head.

“I’d be happy to return to New Spero. My first mission, and I’m not even going to make the festival on Haven. Dean Parker was going to introduce me as a new Gatekeeper. Only a handful of humans is allowed entrance,” she said.

“There will be other festivals. I’m sorry your first mission has turned sideways. I was looking forward to some time on Pumorel’s beaches, even though we were going for diplomatic reasons,” the male said.

“So was I. It’s been a long few years of hard work on New Spero. Anyway, I think we should wait it out. Someone will come for us. The Gatekeepers are a resilient and ancient organization. As soon as they know we’re missing, they’ll find a way to rescue us.” She stood, moving toward the constructed shelter. “You mind taking first watch? I’m beat.”

The male’s head shook. “Not a problem. I’m going to scope out the vicinity. See if there’s a better place to move to in the morning.”

“Don’t veer off too far,” she said before entering the shelter.

The hunter was happy. He was far smaller than the new prey, but he had the element of surprise on his side. He tested out his vocal cords, trying one of their words: “Gatekeeper.” It was gravelly, and he tried a few more times before he was happy with the outcome.

The male was already walking around, a bright light shooting from its hand. The hunter didn’t understand. It was as if he’d harnessed the sun’s power somehow. He tracked the male, staying fifty yards away at all times. The two-legged creature continued below him in the valley, the hunter on a cliff twenty feet above. When they were far enough away from their nest, he made the move.

“Gatekeeper!” the hunter shouted. And again: “Gatekeeper!”

The male’s head snapped up, trying to find the source. The light shone around the hunter’s small, hidden form.

“Who’s there?” the male asked.

The hunter heard the prey’s footsteps on the rock as he climbed over the snow-covered ground and onto a platform in the outcropping. It was time. The hunter sprang from his hiding spot, jaws spread wide. He clung to the prey’s clothing, biting into the male’s neck. He was almost swung off as the victim protested, but he held firmly. After chewing through layers of fabricated skin, the smell of pumping blood was stronger. The hunter bit again, this time finding blood.

He gurgled and fell to the ground, and the hunter didn’t waste any time. He began to consume the body. It twitched as he kept going, the entire process taking far longer than any previous Shift. This creature was larger than any others, and by the time his belly was filled, the transformation had begun.

The hunter writhed in pain as he stretched out, the bones from inside his stomach sack melting and emerging through his skin. The transformation took longer than devouring the prey, and by the end of it, the hunter wished he was dead. He howled and screamed in an unknown voice, but eventually, he lay there unmoving, naked and cold.

The body was strange, and he fought to stand on two legs. His snout twitched from side to side, and he fell a few times before understanding how to balance. It was challenging after being so low to the ground with six legs. His feet carried him toward the nest, where the female was sleeping. He needed her suit; he could tell this instantly. His breathing was labored, and now he comprehended the dome around the prey’s head.

The hunter stood naked at the camp and moved toward the tent, as he now knew it to be named. Once she was dead, he’d head for the portal they came through and leave this dreaded world for good.


One

The sun peeked through my drapes as I blinked my eyes open. It took a moment to remember where I was. For a brief second, I expected to be on the Kraski ship, flying around searching for Fortune, Magnus and Natalia’s missing Keppe vessel. Only we’d found them, and they were now on their way home, safe and sound.

I sighed out stale air and smiled in the dim room. Mary’s chest rose and fell as she slept peacefully, and as much as I wanted to crawl over her and kiss her awake, I knew she needed the rest. Today was going to be a big day. Again.

Maggie stood at the foot of our bed, her tail lifting straight up. She must have heard Jules moving around before I did, and had jumped off the bed stealthily. I tried to emulate her, and tucked and rolled from the blanket, my bare feet slapping lightly on the floor.

The dog and I trod down the hall and into Jules’ room, where a device spun a carousel of lights around the space. Jules was standing in her big-girl bed, pointing at the dancing display. Her bright green eyes glowed, and I stifled the dread inside me of what it might mean. She was an ordinary girl. Dr. Nick assured us monthly that nothing abnormal was showing up in her test results. And yet… those eyes, as beautiful as they were on my little girl, were off-putting because of the Iskios. It was the same green as the Vortex Mary had been controlling while possessed by the ancient beings.

“Papa!” Jules stuck her arms out to me, and I crossed the room to snatch her up. Maggie was at the bed first and had jumped up, licking my daughter on the face. “Puppy silly,” she said between attentions from the dog, and I couldn’t deny it.

“Puppy is very silly. Let’s take you to the potty, then you can come outside with me and Maggie. Okay, honey?” I asked, and Jules nodded. She was a quick study and had hated diapers for nearly six months now.

I picked her up, and she struggled as soon as we were out of the room. “Down, Papa,” she ordered, and I rolled my eyes, setting her to the floor.

She ran towards the hall, and Maggie and I patiently waited while she did her business. Maggie peered up at me as if to say it was her turn, and I went to the kitchen, turning on the coffee pot. Mary always prepped it the day before, and I was grateful today. My head was sleepy, my mind addled after the long journey to Magnus and then home.

I wished I had more time here, more time to spend with my family on New Spero before heading out to the mess the failing portals had left for the Gatekeeper team. Sarlun was expecting us today, and as much as I didn’t want to be there, I knew there were lives depending on us.

“Papa. I wash.” Jules stood there in her tiny PJs, hands dripping with water. I laughed and grabbed the tea towel, drying them off.

“Good work, JuJu. Now if you could teach Maggie to let herself out, then we’d be golden,” I said.

“Golden,” Jules repeated.

Maggie was at the door, and I pressed it open to the back yard. She ran out, off the deck and toward the patch of garden. Various vegetables were thriving out there, and I held Jules’ hand as we descended to the grass. She ran around, hands in front of her as if she was chasing an invisible fairy, and I soaked it all in. Maggie chased her, barking with joy, and this went on for five minutes before the door creaked open, and Mary stepped onto the wooden deck holding two steaming cups of coffee.

“When did you get up?” she asked.

“Not long ago. Sorry about the noise.” I jabbed a thumb toward the happy kid and dog.

She shook her head. “I was up. And there are worse things to wake to. Like… anything but this.” She sat on the deck, and I joined her, feet on the stairs. Magnus and I had built these steps with our own two hands, and I grinned at the memory.

“I’m sorry, Mary,” I said.

“For what?” she asked.

“For not being around like I promised. I wish it wasn’t like this,” I said.

“I do too, but it’s not in our cards yet. This time will be different, though.”

“Why?” I sipped the coffee, instantly feeling the kick.

“Because we’re going with you,” Mary said without meeting my gaze. She smiled as she watched Jules chasing Maggie toward the garden. Maggie stopped to sniff something, and my daughter bumped into her, tumbling over. Jules stood right up and giggled.

I had hardly heard Mary’s words, but they finally clicked. “Wait… you’re coming with me?”

She nodded, glancing toward me. “We can’t separate this family again, not so soon. If you’re going to help the Gatekeepers, let me help too. I’m one of them.”

“Maybe we can leave Jules with Nat. I’m sure she’d love to spend time with her goddaughter. They might not be home for a few days yet, though,” I said.

“No, Dean. I’m not leaving her side,” Mary said. It had taken months for me to convince my wife to let a sitter watch our daughter after she was born, and even then it was never for more than a handful of hours.

“We can’t bring Jules on a Gatekeeper rescue mission,” I said flatly, and took another drink.

“Then you aren’t going,” she retorted.

“I know I only made it home yesterday, but for some reason, the others look to me for answers. I don’t understand it any more than you do,” I told her, being totally truthful. I’d never asked for a leadership role, and at this moment, I wished I’d never accepted one.

“You have to be kidding me, Dean. After everything, you still don’t understand. We stopped the invasion… you kept the Bhlat from destroying Earth, you stopped the Iskios from decimating everything, and then outsmarted Lom of Pleva. And don’t forget about creating an Alliance of Worlds…” Mary was sticking out a finger for each point.

I had to defend myself, to deflect the praise. “I didn’t do any of those things alone.”

“I’m not saying it to make you cocky or proud. I’m only listing facts. You want to know why people are drawn to you? That’s why. And you did it all with a smile and more care for the people around you than anyone else would have. You have a rare trait: empathy.” She leaned over, resting her head on my shoulder. “I understand how they all love you, because I love you more than any of them.”

I touched her chin and kissed her, tasting the coffee on her lips. “You’re the best, you know that? So we bring Jules along. This is going to be fun. I suppose she needs an EVA, then…”

“Done. It’s already in her closet. Call it mother’s intuition.” Mary smiled at me and clinked my cup with hers.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Of course she has one. Why wouldn’t she? She is a Parker, after all.”

“Come on, Jules. Time for breakfast. We have a big day ahead of us,” Mary told our daughter, who was lying in the grass staring up at the sky.

____________

The lander settled inside Terran Five. We were going to leave for Haven using the device from J-NAK the robot soon, but I had a stop to make first. The device allowed us to uncross the pathways in the portal stones so we could choose our targets, and I now wished I’d bartered for a couple more of the things. I needed to find out if Clare could duplicate it.

“You sure she’s going to be there?” Mary asked.

“I’m not sure. I asked Leonard and Clare to meet us at Isabelle’s house,” I said. Maggie ran out from the lander, pulling her leash taut as I held the other end. Mary had Jules in her arms, and we left our gear inside the ship.

Someone honked from the parking lot outside the landing pad, and I recognized James’ familiar face behind the windshield. “Looks like we have a ride.” I grinned and laughed at the scenario. I couldn’t imagine making this trip with our whole family. I only hoped Isabelle and James didn’t mind watching Maggie for us while we were gone. They had a dog now, and the two of them got along, so I didn’t expect any issues.

“James,” Mary said, hugging my old best friend and now brother-in-law. “Great to see you. I only wish we were staying to visit.”

“Likewise.” James came in and hugged me, picking me up as he did so. Maggie barked at him playfully as he set me down. “Dean. Everything went well?”

“You bet. Magnus and Nat are home, and that’s all that matters. Thanks for seeing us on such short notice, and I’m sorry about using your house as a meeting place. I hate to intrude.”

“Dean, our home is your home. Your sister is going to explode when she sees you,” James said with a big smile. “Come on, let’s go.”

It was morning, only three hours after we woke up, and traffic was light as James drove us toward his house in our new mass-produced version of a four-by-four vehicle. Maggie sat in my lap, and Jules faced backwards in her car seat. I wondered if Mary was going to make her use that in a space ship.

We pulled into their driveway, and I was once again impressed with how far our race had come after overcoming the departure from Earth. Isabelle was a veterinarian, and they were near the outskirts of town, where they could have quick access to the farming community. Their house was small but quaint, not unlike mine and Mary’s.

Another vehicle was parked outside, and I recognized the government label on the window, telling me this was Leonard’s ride. I hoped Clare was here too.

Before I knew it, we were at the doorway, and Jules ran inside, Maggie close after her.

“Dean, it’s been far too long,” my sister’s voice said, and my eyes widened as she approached.

“You’re pregnant!” I shouted, surprised by the bump of her belly. I pulled her close before holding her at arm’s length to survey the new version of my sister. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Isabelle glanced over at Mary, who smiled at me. “I wanted to tell you in person, but it seems like you’re a hard one to keep track of these days. Mary knew, of course,” Isabelle said.

“Congratulations, you guys. I’m so excited for you,” I said, and we closed the door behind us.

Clare and Leonard were inside the kitchen, sitting at the table, and we took a few moments to greet one another. It was like a small family reunion. Leonard seemed so much older, and he was starting to grow a beard. I smoothed my own facial hair without thinking and patted him on the shoulder.

“How’s it going there, Councilman Leonard?” I asked.

Leonard gave me a grin. “Great. Tell us what happened.”

Isabelle poured us all coffees, and we sat there for a good hour, going over the events of the past few months. I told them about the Inlor joining the Alliance, and about Sergo breaking the Relocator. Leonard had used it with me so long ago, and his eyes went wide as I told the tale. Mary had heard it the night before, but she gagged a couple times as I described the slugs, and everyone was creeped out by the story of the Collector.

“I can’t believe you found another Theos. Karo must be thrilled,” Clare said.

“He is. Wait until you meet Ableen. The two of them together is quite a sight,” I told them. I pulled the device from J-NAK out and set it on the table, sliding it toward Clare. “We need more of these, but I have to take this one with me today. Did you bring the scanner?”

Clare was our best engineering mind, and she was behind most of the amazing inventions on our newly occupied planets. She was actively trading technologies with other Alliance members, and we were now hundreds of years advanced in so many ways.

“I brought it.” She took the portal Modifiers and motioned for me to follow her. We ended up in the living room, where a large steel briefcase sat on the coffee table. Jules was on the floor watching a cartoon, and she barely noticed we existed. The two dogs lay on the floor on either side of my daughter, chewing treat bones.

She opened the case and powered it up. “This will scan it as thoroughly as we can. It should allow me to comprehend the functions and duplicate them.”

“How long will it take to replicate?” I asked.

She shook her head. “We’ll have to test it a few times first.” She stared firmly at me.

I understood what she meant. Someone would have to use the duplicate Modifier on a portal, hoping it took them to the right target symbol. “Is there any other way?”

“I’ll see what I can do. There might be a way. Leave it with me.” She put it back into its case. “Are you okay, Dean?”

“Sure. Why do you ask?”

Clare was never one to keep from sharing her thoughts. “You look a little run down. Can you take a week first? I might have another one of these ready by then.”

“No. Sarlun’s expecting our arrival, and the others are waiting for us on Haven too. I’ll be fine. I can rest when every last Gatekeeper is home safely, and we’ve either shut the portals off or fixed them.” I hated the idea of not having the portals, though we’d be able to utilize other technology, like the gateway sticks I’d obtained from Fontem’s collection.

“Promise me something,” she said, all hints of kidding aside.

“Go for it.”

“When this adventure is over, take time for you and your family. I know you’re being pulled in ten different directions at all times. You have homes on three planets, for the love of God. You need to ground yourself somewhere and watch that lovely daughter of yours grow up,” Clare said.

My chin lowered to my chest. “I know, Clare. I want that too. Thanks for looking out for me.”

“Anytime.”

“How’s Nick?” I asked, hoping they’d continued to be an item. Her expression answered the question.

“He’s great. Better than great. We’re living together, you know,” Clare said, and sadly, I wasn’t even sure if I did know that. I needed to spend more time with my friends after this mission.

“Good. You two make a wonderful couple,” I told her.

“How’s Slate? Is he holding up okay?” Clare asked, referring to the fact that his sole girlfriend since we knew him, Denise, had turned out to be a version of a Kraski-human hybrid that Lom of Pleva had used as a plant.

“You know Zeke. He hides his pain behind a wall of muscles and jokes. I think he’s hanging in there, though.” Slate was my best friend. I had a lot of real relationships around me, but there was a bond between him and me that went beyond what Magnus and I had. He was my brother by choice, and that made the connection even stronger.

“Tell him I said hi,” Clare said. She closed the case up and latched it. “Leave this with me. I’ll work as quickly as I can.”

I clasped her shoulder and smiled. “Thanks, Clare. Can you believe how long it’s been since we were sent from New Mexico to chase after Terrance and Leslie?”

She laughed, small lines forming at the edges of her eyes. “It feels like a lifetime ago, doesn’t it? In some ways, it is.”

Isabelle poked her head into the room and asked if anyone wanted another coffee. I couldn’t say no, and I checked to make sure Jules was occupied. She hummed along with some song on the movie, and I left her there, heading for the kitchen. The dogs were now beside each other, my smaller cocker curled up near the golden retriever.

Mary appeared ready to leave, the impending journey making her anxious. The last time she’d gone on a mission, it had ended with her being possessed by the Iskios, and after breaking free from them, we’d been stranded on Sterona for months. She hadn’t said as much, but it was clear those thoughts were on her mind.

I took the hint. “Maybe I should pass on the coffee. We have to travel to Haven soon, and then on to Shimmal.”

Isabelle and James looked sullen at the words.

“Dean, they’re happy to look after Maggie while we’re gone,” Mary advised.

“Thank you, guys. Poor Maggie doesn’t even know what house is hers these days,” I told them.

Leonard crossed the room and whispered in my ear. “Can I have five minutes before you leave? I wanted to talk to you about something.” He locked gazes with me. “Actually, how about I drive you to your lander?”

That didn’t bode well. “Sure. No problem.”

We said our goodbyes, and once everyone was done hugging and shaking hands, I carried Jules to Leonard’s vehicle, strapping her into the car seat. Maggie barked from the entrance, but the smart dog knew what was happening. It didn’t keep me from feeling like I was once again abandoning someone.

I sat up front with Leonard and waved to my family as we pulled out of the drive.

“What do you need to tell us, Leonard?” Mary asked from the back seat. Jules was chatting nonsense beside her, pointing out the rear window.

“It’s… I have to show you more than tell you,” Leonard said, and I didn’t like the sound of his ominous words. We talked about mundane things as we rode, me asking him about his job and him telling us the glorious things the council had been up to. It really was improving at all times, and with all the new Terran sites coming up, the quality of life for everyone was constantly increasing. Earth also was being rebuilt, and many people had already begun to colonize again. Only now, with the portals failing, there were some families separated and anxious to be reunited. We did have large vessels that could traverse the distance, but it was a few months’ travel, even in hyperdrive.

A rumbling diverted my attention, and I tilted my head up to see one of the hovertrains cruise through the air above us. “How many do we have now?” I asked Leonard.

“The trains? We have lines going to each of the original five Terran sites and are building the rest, using three main sites as our hubs. It’s pretty impressive. We can move supplies and people like never before. And because of their hovering, we aren’t disrupting the ground transportation, which is busier all the time.

“Did you ever picture this when you first arrived on New Spero?” Leonard asked.

The colony had been here for a few years before we’d arrived, and it was a bit of a ramshackle town when we saw it. Now, years later, it was impressive; as advanced as many cities from old Earth had been. In the hovertrains’ case, even more impressive.

“You and the rest of the Council are doing an amazing job. When are you going to take over as mayor of one of the sites?” Mary asked from behind Leonard.

I noticed the young man flush a little at the comment. “Well… no one really knows this, but Mayor Patel has offered me Terran Seventeen.”

“And you’re going to take it?” I asked.

He nodded as he pulled toward the landing site where our lander was awaiting our return. “I am. We have something special here, Dean and Mary. You go bring home the Gatekeepers, figure this stuff out, and I’ll stick around, making sure our people are tended to.”

I was so proud of the man Leonard had become. “You had to show us something?”

Leonard tapped the nav screen, and a keyboard screen projected from it. Leonard typed on the holographic lights, and I glanced over at Mary. This technology was new to me, but I wasn’t surprised I hadn’t seen it before.

“About two and a half months ago, only days before you went off on your mission to find Magnus, we caught this on film outside Terran Five.” Leonard hit play, and a video displayed on the nav screen. Mary was in the center now, leaning forward to see the small monitor.

A man emerged from the portal room, and we watched the video feed from each camera angle as he slowly walked on the pathways and to the exit. He was stumbling around, his footing looking awkward. He stopped, turned his head from side to side, and trudged forward, heading for the direction of the town.

“What did we just see?” Mary asked.

“We’re not sure. At first glance, it doesn’t seem too strange. But this was around the time the portals started acting up. Let me show you something, and then you can tell me what you think.” Leonard scanned the footage, pausing it on a specific shot inside the caves. He zoomed in, and that was when I saw the snout.

“It’s a Shimmali man,” I whispered. “And that’s a Gatekeepers logo.”

Leonard nodded. “He is, and that is.”

“Who is he?” I asked.

“We don’t know. We haven’t been able to transmit information to Sarlun fast enough without the portals. That’s not it, though.” He fast forwarded to the part where the man stopped outside and zoomed again.

We watched as he turned his head, his snout and mouth tilted up. “He’s smelling the air,” Mary said, and as soon as she said it, I saw it too.

“Through his EVA helmet?” I asked.

Leonard shrugged. “Appears that way.”

I noticed something else in the shot. “Is that blood on his uniform?” I asked, pointing to the right shoulder.

“That’s what we’re thinking,” Leonard said.

“So what are we supposed to do with this? Where did he come from?” Mary asked.

“We don’t know, and we don’t know where he went either. No one seems to have noticed him.” Leonard shut the video off.

“But? I sense there’s more,” I told him.

“There is. People have been going missing.”

“People? How many?” I pressed.

“Ten or so. We’ve had a few missing persons over the years, but nothing like this. No sign of any of them. The local PD found blood outside town, on the far side near the foothills. They tested it, and it matched one of the missing women’s DNA,” Leonard said.

“You’re telling us you think this man might be stalking Terran Five, killing people?” Mary’s voice cracked, and Jules started humming, a soft unknown tune. It was a little unnerving.

“That’s what I’m saying. We need to find out who this man is, and why he arrived through the portals in a Gatekeeper EVA. I’ve sent the video and still shots to your arm console,” Leonard said, and I glanced at my bare forearm.

“I’ll slip it on later,” I told him. I only wore it when I was in the field, not around the house. “Then we’ll show Sarlun. I have a feeling he’ll be able to identify the man. I really wish there was a way to track the portals better. If only we could determine where the man arrived from.”

“That’s beyond you and me. The Theos are the only ones that might know, and Karo said he doesn’t have the knowledge,” Leonard said.

“Wait… what did you say?” I asked.

“It’s beyond you and me…”

“That’s it. Maybe Regnig can help with that. We’ve read all we could on the Theos from him, and gained some valuable insight into how the Theos stored themselves into the stones.” I’d even witnessed the event through the eyes of a Theos when I’d first met Karo. “But Regnig might have details on how to track the source planets and destinations of the stones. If he can do that, we’ll be able to find out where the missing Gatekeepers traveled to. It might also allow us to find out where our Shimmali friend here arrived from.” I tapped the blank nav screen with a finger.

“I don’t think he’s a friend of ours, Dean. I think he’s dangerous,” Leonard said.

“When’s the last reported missing person?” Mary leaned forward, her hand settling on my left forearm.

“Three days ago,” he said softly.

“Sorry I can’t be more help. Walk with us,” I said, and soon we were heading for our lander among the dozen other commuter vessels parked inside Terran Five’s boundary. When we arrived at the ship, I went inside, grabbing one of the two communicators Magnus and I had stayed in touch with until he was swallowed by Cloud. “Keep this one. We’ll be able to remain connected. I’ll let you know what we find out when I show this to Sarlun.”

Leonard grinned and stuck the device into his pocket. “Thank you. Let’s hope we can stop him before more people die.”

I wanted to warn my sister about the roaming killer, and asked Leonard to do it for me. He claimed they were keeping it quiet so the city didn’t panic, and I wasn’t sure if that was the best move. If everyone knew who they were looking for, then they’d be able to track him down sooner.

Minutes later, we were lifting off the ground, heading for the mountain ridge we’d become so accustomed to visiting.

Mary and I lugged our supplies on over our shoulders, and she held Jules’ hand as we trudged through the caverns, heading for the portal room.

Once inside, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I’d only come through less than a day ago and didn’t feel any more relaxed for the brief respite. So much was weighing on my mind, and even though I had the added stress of ensuring my wife and daughter stayed safe, I was relieved to have them at my side.

“Together,” I said, clasping Mary’s hand as we stepped up to the glowing portal table.

“Together.” She selected the symbol for Haven, and I slid the Modifier device onto the lit surface, engaging the power. Jules glanced up at me, her bright green eyes dancing in the dim room. She smiled, a look so sweet I had to fight the urge to pick her up in a bear hug.

When I was confident we’d arrive at our selected destination, I pressed the button and everything went white.


Two

“Sorry I’m not coming with you guys,” Terrance said from outside the portal room. We stood with the rest of the gang that was joining our troop.

“You have a world to run, and judging by the quick conversation, you have your hands full with everything,” Mary told him. “Say hi to Leslie for us.”

“I will. Good luck with the portals. Be safe.” And with a last look toward Karo and Ableen, the hybrid leader of Haven stalked off, leaving our small group alone.

“Good night at home, boss?” Slate asked, breaking the silence.

“The best. Everyone ready to head to Shimmal?” I glanced over at Suma, who seemed distracted. “Suma?”

Her snout twitched. “Sorry, Dean. I was thinking about what’s going to happen after they stop functioning. We’ll all be so far apart.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing. It’ll give everyone a chance to regroup and focus on their own worlds,” Slate offered.

“You don’t mean that do you, Slate?” Suma asked.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Sure, I want us to be able to hop planets and all, but without the portals, we’d all be able to relax for a while.”

“But we wouldn’t be together,” Suma said sadly.

“What do you mean?” Slate asked.

Mary and I were staying out of this one, while Karo stood protectively beside Ableen. I could tell Mary wanted to talk to the Theos woman, to ask her how she was holding up in the new timeline she found herself in, but my wife was waiting for the right moment. This wasn’t it.

“You’ll be on New Spero, Mary and Dean will be… probably on Earth, and the hybrids will be on Haven. Where does that leave me? I don’t want to stay on Shimmal and work in a lab. I want to be out there searching the expanse… with you guys,” Suma said.

Slate came over and wrapped an arm around her small shoulders. “We’ll figure it out. We’re a crew, and nothing will keep us all apart. Right, boss?”

I smiled, nodding my head, but she was correct. If they failed, we’d be separated; or at least, some of us would be. “We’ll do our best.” My answer was very obviously noncommittal, and that didn’t go over Suma’s head, but she didn’t comment.

“Time to go. My father will be happy to see us, at least,” Suma said, scrolling to the symbol for Shimmal.

Once the device showed the same symbol, she pressed the icon, and we arrived in the sterile white portal room on Suma’s home world. Two guards assessed us, and squawked something to Suma. I’d become fluent in the language and didn’t need the translator. “Your father is waiting for you,” they’d said.

The seven of us strode down the halls. We were all wearing white Gatekeeper jumpsuits, with the exception of Ableen, who had on a tall pair of leggings and a long-sleeved sweatshirt. I wasn’t sure where the oversized clothing came from, but silently thanked Leslie for accommodating the Theos female. Jules was wearing a small red romper, and she stuck out like a sore thumb as she stood beside Mary, holding her mom’s hand.

The halls were familiar here, though it had been a while since I’d occupied them. The last time, I’d been in a rage at Mary’s disappearance and had almost assaulted Sarlun. We’d made up since then, and I couldn’t wait to hear the progress of the rescue missions.

The second the female guard led us into the boardroom, I knew something was wrong. Sarlun appeared older than ever, and Suma ran to him. We all busied ourselves, letting them have their brief moment of reunion, and I noticed Ableen staring toward them, eyes wide. Karo whispered something to her, and she nodded, giving the Theos man a grin.

“Dean, Mary, Slate, and Karo,” Sarlun said a few minutes later. “I wish we were seeing one another under different circumstances.” He grabbed something from the table and passed it to Jules, who accepted the outstretched sweet fruit with glee. She popped it in her mouth and peeked up at me.

“Sarlun, I’d like you to meet Ableen,” Karo said, motioning to the woman beside him. She was striking, almost as tall as Karo, with long white hair, the same gray skin, and a slender form. She extended her hand out to Sarlun in our customary greeting, and Sarlun looked like he’d seen a ghost.

“Hello, Ableen.” He spoke in English. “Pleased to meet you.”

“It’s a long story,” I started. “You’ll want to sit for this one.”

And for the second time that day, I told our tale since we’d parted ways during the festival on Haven. So much had happened to us. The whole time we’d been gone, Sarlun would have been working on understanding where his Gatekeepers were sent through the random portals.

When I was done, Suma and Slate taking over at certain points, Sarlun leaned back in his seat beside Suma and frowned. “What I wouldn’t give to find the Collector. Imagine what we could learn from all of those aboard that ship.” His eyes drifted to the far wall. “I suppose you want my update now?”

We all nodded. Jules was in my lap, and all the excitement of the day was coming to a halt. She dozed while we spoke in hushed tones inside the boardroom, her body warm and cozy against mine.

“Five teams are missing.” Sarlun stood, activating a large screen on the wall. Faces appeared, with their names and brief bios underneath. He tapped a device in his hand, and it zoomed on the first pair of Gatekeepers. “Bee and Da-Narp are a team from the Oryan system.”

I’d seen them before but hadn’t spoken directly with them. They were a lanky race that walked on two legs, but could use four when they had to travel at vast distance and speed. Their faces were accented by dog-like muzzles, but were mostly hairless. They were heading to a new system, one rumored to be rich in minerals, Sarlun said, and a symbol appeared, one of the portal destinations. “Only they didn’t make it there. This was before we knew about the issue. All five teams departed before you returned from saving Origin.”

Sarlun went over the next four teams, each having disappeared or, at least, not having returned since leaving. It was going to be next to impossible to learn where they went, not without more information. I was hoping Regnig would be able to assist us with that. I was looking forward to seeing the peculiar bird-man again.

“As you’ll notice, Polvertan is missing, alongside the other newcomer, Dreb.” Sarlun pointed at their pictures, and alarm seeped into me.

“You have to be kidding me. I thought they were pairing up newbies with someone experienced. How could we miss two of the new recruits, and from new Alliance of Worlds members?” Slate asked.

Sarlun glared at him for a second before his face softened. “They were asked to venture here to meet with their actual partners. They never made it to Shimmal.”

“This mission became more imperative. They’re all important, don’t get me wrong, but the prince of Motrill? Our relationship with them is strong, but mostly through their Keppe cousins. We need to mitigate the fallout. Also… the Empress is going to be upset with me if we don’t bring her pride and joy, Dreb, home safely. She hand-picked him to join our Gatekeepers when we asked.” I let out a deep breath, knowing this all added to the ever-growing pressure building up surrounding the job.

“We’ll bring them back, boss. We always do,” Slate said with a grin. I almost believed him.

The last duo’s image zoomed in, and my breath caught in my throat. “Is that one of yours?” I asked, recognizing the Shimmali man.

Sarlun nodded. “His name is Soloma. He was with the first other human Gatekeeper, Sally Prescott.”

I knew her, we all did. She was sworn in a week before the festival because of her mission. I knew how badly she’d wanted to go to Haven for the festivities. My gut was telling me we wouldn’t be seeing her ever again.

“I have something to show you.” I grabbed my console, strapping it over my forearm. I found the file and pushed it to the screen on the wall. My image filled up half the screen, and it showed the video Leonard had sent me. Sarlun gasped as Soloma roamed through the corridors, and outside.

“How?”

“We don’t know. I guess he arrived two months ago,” I told him.

Sarlun was standing, and he crossed the distance, staring at the image on the screen. “Do you have him now?”

I shook my head, and told them everything Leonard had told us.

“This can’t be,” Suma said. “I know Soloma. He used to help me with my engineering homework.”

“He can’t be a killer,” Sarlun said point blank. “I don’t believe it.”

“Then how is he there alone? Where’s Sally?” Mary asked.

“I don’t know. I suspect they were trapped on the other side of a portal, and he elected to try his luck solo. Maybe they each went their own way, in hopes one would arrive at a safe world,” Sarlun said.

“Look closely. That EVA doesn’t fit him, and there’s blood on it. He killed her, Sarlun. He stole her suit, and traveled through the portal.” I hated having to say it, but the evidence was there.

“Then something possessed him to do so,” Sarlun said, and I could tell he hated his choice of words. He glanced at Mary, shooting her an apologetic look.

“That could be. I wanted you to know. I’ll be in touch with Leonard, and hopefully, we can find out what exactly happened. We need you to send us this information. Since we know that Soloma and Sally don’t need to be rescued, we’ll work on bringing the other six teams home,” I said before telling them my plan to meet with Regnig, to see if there was anything in his galaxy-class library that might be useful.

“What of the portals? How do we fix them?” Sarlun asked Karo.

Karo drummed his fingers on the table. “My people are leaving them. Ableen can feel them inside, as if they’re calling out to be freed. With the Iskios banished by Dean’s Shifter, there’s no place for them any longer,” Karo said, and I hoped he didn’t think that meant there was no place for him and Ableen now.

“So we’ll be without?” Sarlun asked.

“Soon, I think. Soon,” came Karo’s answer.

Sarlun sat again; the weight of the last two months showed in his posture and slack face. Suma grabbed his hand and looked up at me. “Dean, I can’t come with you this time. I have to stay with my father. Maybe I can help in the research. We need to find another way to power the stones, one that doesn’t require an ancient race’s life force.”

I nodded, sensing this coming. She was such a great team member, but she’d been through as much as any of us. I had half a mind to ask Slate to stay behind too. I’d have to talk to him before we left for the mission. On the other hand, I selfishly wanted his expertise and experience alongside us, especially if Mary and Jules were coming with us.

“A well-deserved rest.” I gave Suma a smile, and she lowered her eyes, as if she felt a great conflict in remaining with her dad. “We’ll figure this one out. We don’t have any big looming enemies for this one, just faltering portals. I think we can handle it with a smaller team,” I told her, and she perked up a little.

“I, for one, will be glad to have my daughter around,” Sarlun said.

We talked for another hour, grabbing every detail we could about the missing Gatekeepers. It was getting late, and Sarlun asked us if we’d like to stay for dinner. Slate’s expression said yes, but I was anxious to keep moving. The sooner we finished this task, the faster we’d be home again.

“I think we’d better leave for Bazarn. Maybe Regnig will have a spot for us to crash for the night, or Garo Alnod might take us in,” I told Sarlun.

“Very well. Dean, may I have a moment?” Sarlun grabbed my arm, gently leading me apart from the others.

“What’s up?”

“I don’t think this is going to be simple,” he said.

“What? The job?” I asked.

He nodded. “That and more. If the Theos are dying inside, how will Karo and his new friend Ableen handle that?”

“Sarlun, the Theos are already dead. They don’t have bodies; it’s only their energy inside. And they’re not necessarily conscious,” I said.

“You pulled a few into yourself on Sterona, correct?” he asked.

I could see where he was going with this. “Yes, and their energy powered me, like the Iskios did to Mary.” The only reason I’d been able to beat them was because of their opposing force inside me. I’d harnessed the energy from the portal to flow through me, granting me temporary strength and powers. My spine tingled, thinking about the foreign voices inside my head.

“Just be careful. Do you remember how to pull them out?” he asked, eyes wide.

I nodded. It wasn’t something I’d forget any time soon.

“How about putting them inside?” he asked, glancing at the two live Theos in the room.

“You’re not suggesting we’d need to…” I set my sights on Karo, who gave me a grin from across the hall.

“No, hopefully nothing so drastic. You’ve been stranded enough times, though. Let’s make sure it doesn’t happen again.” He sighed. “Perhaps I should accompany you. They are my responsibility, after all. I should have seen this coming.”

“How could you know they would fail?” I asked.

“Regardless, I should be there to bring them home.”

Suma was standing near us, trying unsuccessfully to appear interested in something on her arm console. “Your daughter is home. Savor this time with her. She’s special, and it won’t be long before some amazing project takes her away from home for extended periods. Enjoy these next few weeks.”

Sarlun leaned against the wall. “You’re right. You take care of your family, Recaster,” he said with a twitch of his snout. He used the title Regnig had named me, and it was strange coming from his lips.

“I will. Even though I suspect I’ll be the one that needs taking care of.”

“Can I send someone else with you? We have a large contingency of Keepers on Shimmal, idly sitting around,” Sarlun said. “I can guarantee many of them would love to join your mission.”

I considered this, very seriously, before answering, “Nah. The fewer moving pieces, the better. We’ll do everything we can to solve these portals and bring the teams home.” I patted my pocket, where the Modifier jutted out. “Once I can read where they traveled to, I’ll be able to bring them home.”

Sarlun interrupted, “As long as the entire network doesn’t fail first.”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “And that kind of positive thinking is what keeps me going every day.”

He stared, open-mouthed, before laughing. “Dean, I’ve missed this. We’ll have to do that dinner when you return. I have a few things I’d like to pick your brain about.”

Any other alien asking about picking my brain might have thrown me for a loop, but Sarlun had easily picked up our colorful sayings.

Suma and Sarlun stayed behind as our small contingency passed the sterile halls to the portal room. Jules was awake now, being carried by Slate. She was tugging on his blond beard and laughing.

And then we were six, and a very unlikely six.

“Bazarn Five, coming right up,” Slate said, activating the portal table. The symbols lit up, casting an eerie glow across the Theos’ faces. We set the Modifier up, ensuring we ended up at our proper destination, and as Slate tapped the icon for Garo Alnod’s world, Ableen let out a terrifying scream.


Three

“What is it?” Mary asked. We were on the other side, inside the portal room on Bazarn. The immense guards arrived, and the Theos woman continued shouting. Her body was against the wall, and she crouched low, covering her ears with her palms, long fingers wrapped behind her head.

Jules was crying now, startled by the light and the noise, and Slate passed her to Mary, who began to console the small wreck.

Karo knelt beside Ableen and tried to calm her. “It’s okay. You’re all right, my dear,” he said, and she glanced up at him with red-rimmed eyes.

“Did you not hear them?” she asked, and Karo nodded.

“I did, but perhaps not as acutely as you. Our ancestors sacrificed themselves into these stones so long ago. They struggle to stay, I think. They understand their function and fight to help us,” Karo said.

Ableen had stopped screaming, but she was rocking back and forth on the ground as Karo hugged her tightly. “They are in pain. We have to help them. We must release them, Karo.”

Karo glanced up at me, locking gazes. I instantly knew that they were right. We couldn’t keep the stones alive for our own convenience. I had to support her on this. “Ableen, help us bring our brothers and sisters home, and we’ll do everything we can to close the stones, freeing your people.”

Her eyes went big, and she blinked innocently. “Do you promise?”

I cringed. The Alliance of Worlds relied on trade, and a lot of it was done through the portal system. We’d have to find another way. I felt confident making the deal. “I promise.”

Karo smiled wide and helped the woman to her feet. I wiped Jules’ red cheeks and kissed her on her smooth forehead. “You okay, honey?”

“Okay, Papa,” she said softly.

The huge familiar guards strode up to us, immense guns pointed in our direction. I raised my hands and stepped in front of our group. “Good evening, gentlemen,” I said, not knowing what time of day it was on Bazarn.

“It’s you again. Should I alert the planet that we might be under attack soon?” The guard’s alien words translated into my ear through my earpiece.

I laughed at this. “Always nice to see you too. Can you…”

“Let Alnod know you’re here and send a ship for you?” The other guard finished my sentence for me.

“Exactly. See, we’re good friends at this point,” I told them, trying not to think about how easily they could tear me limb from limb. The room was eye-catching, with its high walls and pillars. Images of various planets were carved into the ceiling, and the gold color was etched into every nook and cranny the designer could find.

“What’s that all about?” the first guard asked, pointing to Ableen, who was on her feet beside Karo behind me.

“Nothing. Her cat died,” I said, and the two guards frowned at one another, confusion spread across their faces. “Good to go?”

The giant armored guards stepped apart, clearing a path to the exit. “By all means. Don’t cause any trouble while you’re here, Parker.” So they knew my name. Mary glanced at me. It was her first time here, though I’d told her a lot about the stints I’d been to the world.

We moved through the space beyond the portal room and found the halls empty, as well as the stairs leading to the promenade. No hologram women greeted us to give directions this time, and we emerged onto the boardwalk. I was glad to see it a hustle and bustle of activity. So Bazarn was once more open for business.

“Everyone watch your pockets,” I warned, recalling the time we’d been pickpocketed in the middle of the crowd. We carried our packs with full EVAs inside, and Jules clung to Mary as we strolled through the center of the promenade. It wasn’t that busy, but it was warm in the bright sunlight. Smells of foreign foods wafted through the air, and I found I was suddenly hungry. I hoped Regnig would have something other than birdseed available.

Perhaps I could convince the pilot of the transport vessel to make a pit stop. I found the same ship Garo sent last time, lowering from the distant sky to land at the edge of the square. Slate took the lead, and many visitors and locals alike cleared the way for the large incoming blond man in a white jumpsuit.

I noticed Ableen cowering from the throngs of people. She was skittish, and I didn’t blame her. All of this was so alien to a woman who’d never left her home world. She was young and frozen in time for centuries aboard the Collector’s ship. Karo whispered comforts to her, and she appeared to accept his word as gold as we arrived at the awaiting vessel.

One of Garo’s blue Molariun pilots opened the doors and waved us aboard.

“Dean!” Rivo ran over, jumping up and wrapping her arms around me. She was so tiny, she hardly weighed a thing.

“How did you even make it home?” I asked.

“I left the night of the festival, before things went to hell. Dad was sick, and I needed to be with him,” she said.

“Is he all right now?” Mary asked, settling Jules to a seat. She pulled out a bag of breakfast cereal and opened it for our daughter.

Rivo’s four eyes cast aside, telling me he wasn’t fine. “No. He’s not doing well. Part of me is grateful the portals have been closed, because it’s given me a chance to care for him.”

Everyone was on board, and Rivo glared up at Ableen, who was over twice the small blue girl’s height. “What do we have here?” she asked.

“Rivo Alnod, this is Ableen of the Theos.” Karo stood proudly when he said this, looking like he was posing for an ancient Greek statute.

“What… you found another Theos? This is great!” Rivo grabbed Ableen’s hand and tapped the top of it with a finger, as if checking if the woman was real.

“Rivo, if you expect our story, I’m not telling you until we’re with Regnig. I think I’m all storied out for today,” I told her as the ship lifted up.

“Magnus and Nat are home safe?” Rivo asked.

“They weren’t quite yet, but they were on the way,” Slate told her.

“Rivo, do you mind stopping somewhere for food? We only have road provisions, and I’d rather salvage what we can,” I said, and she nodded, speaking softly to the pilot. Our detour only took a few minutes, and soon we were up in the air, heading away from one of the rich floating islands above Bazarn, moving toward the desert. The food smelled great, and already Slate was trying to sneak a peek into the crate it arrived in. Rivo slapped his hand away.

“And I see the offspring is here.” Rivo nodded to Jules, who had a donut-shaped cereal bit stuck to her cheek.

Mary rolled her eyes. “Yes, the offspring is here.”

“She’s very cute. For a human,” Rivo said, and my wife laughed.

“I suppose you’re right. Thank you,” Mary said in return.

I glanced out the vessel’s display screen and saw the ship’s nose diving toward the sand. We traveled through the holograph and into the tunnel leading far below the surface, where the secret library and its telepathic caretaker resided.

It wasn’t long before we were on the cliff platform outside the door leading to the library. Rivo asked the pilot to stay put, and we poured from the ship. Jules tried running for the ledge, as if to peer over it, and I grabbed her by the scruff of her romper. “I don’t think so. With me, missy.” She giggled as I carried her over to the entrance, which swung open before I had the chance to knock.

I knew it was only a matter of time, Regnig said telepathically. Everyone appeared to have heard his words, because Mary broke out in a smile.

“It’s great to see you again,” Mary said, and the tiny bird man lifted a stubby wing, inviting us inside.

Karo smiled and nodded at Regnig, whose large eyes widened at seeing Ableen with our group. Who is this?

“Ableen,” Karo said, ushering her inside the door. We made our way to the hall and settled inside the edge of the library. Slate set the crate of food on a table, and Regnig stuck his narrow tongue from his beak.

A female Theos. I never thought I’d see the day where I met you, Karo, and now that we’ve met before, I never thought I’d meet another of your kind. This is preposterous and amazing, Regnig said. What brings you to my little nest? He motioned for us to have a seat, and when he realized he didn’t have enough chairs, he directed Slate and me to an adjoining room, where we found a dusty old couch. We wiped it off and carried it to the center of the library, where Regnig and I had first had a long chat.

Jules wobbled over to Regnig, and I laughed at how close in size they were. She thought he was something akin to our dog, and she tried petting him, receiving a scowl from the one-eyed telepathic bird.

Perhaps she’d be more comfortable in a cage? Regnig said jokingly.

I scooped her up and sat down, passing her a tablet from my pack. She threw on headphones and watched her favorite show while we talked. We tried to limit her screen time, but there was a time and place for distractions. I guessed there would be a lot of that on this adventure.

“You asked why we came.” Everyone had settled in, and Slate was passing out food. It consisted of something brown and sticky on noodles, but it smelled wonderful, and my growling stomach was grateful for it. Jules slurped a noodle from her plate, sauce stuck to her nose. “We need to find a way to track where a portal stone sent someone. Or groups of someones.” I proceeded to explain to him the dying Theos, and how many Gatekeepers were trapped on other worlds, potentially dangerous places.

“Without tracking them, they won’t be able to go home,” Mary said.

Regnig appeared to consider this. And you think the stones will be gone soon?

Karo took this one. “My people are leaving them. They fight to cling to our world, but their energy is spent. They will be sent to their final resting place as soon as we can facilitate the Gatekeepers home.”

Ableen brightened at this, and she returned to eating her dinner, slowly poking the food before eating it with hesitation.

I understand. This will be difficult. I’ve been a hermit my whole life, and only since you’ve visited me, Dean Parker, have I had… what you’d call a social life. I even visited Earth and saw your childhood home. You are family to me now: you, the Alnods, and the one you call Suma. Regnig sat in a petite leather chair and watched us all with his unblinking stare. Without the portals, we’ll need another way to move about with ease.

“There are over two hundred portal planets, and perhaps more we don’t know about,” I said, deciding to tell everyone about the devices I’d found while searching for Polvertan the Motrill. “I have some portal devices that can replace the stones, only Clare hasn’t been able to duplicate the technology. Sarlun’s team hasn’t either. They came from Fontem’s room. Do you have the one I gave you?”

Regnig knew about Fontem’s room, because I’d left him access to it so he could catalog the items. I do, and I have found some real gems inside there. Actually… there might be something about the portals.

My heart raced. We’d searched his library high and low before, and Regnig was sure we’d exhausted all his materials while I was searching for Mary and the real Theos home world.

“Can we go now?” I asked. Everyone was nearly finished eating, and I forced a few more bites from my half-full plate.

I don’t see why not. Regnig stood, flapping his compact wings; a feather fell off, floating toward my slumbering daughter.

“Dean, I’m going to stay put with Jules. It’s getting late,” Mary said. Rivo was already dozing off, and we left her sleeping soundly.

“Boss, how about you and Regnig make this a solo trip? I’ll stay behind,” Slate said, and I knew he wanted to protect my family. I nodded, giving him a smile.

“We’d also like to join you.” Karo spoke for Ableen and himself.

Regnig’s beak opened, then closed tightly. We would love the company.

“It’s settled. Let’s go.” I stood up, my back cracking at the change of posture.

I followed Regnig, stopping at the short desk on our way. He tapped a drawer, and a blue light emanated, scanning his face before the drawer opened. I recognized the half of the portal device as soon as I saw the sleek metal.

“What’s this?” Karo asked, flipping a leather-bound book closed.

I read the title. Dean Parker: A Modern Recaster.

That’s… the book I told you I was going to write. Regnig’s thoughts felt abashed, and I refrained from opening it to read anything.

“I thought you were kidding,” I told him.

Why would I joke about something like that? Perhaps I can convince these two to tell me their story one day. Regnig pointed at Karo and Ableen, who didn’t appear to hear his words. I knew Regnig could direct his telekinetic thoughts to one or all minds in a room.

“I’m sure they would be more than happy to,” I told him.

Would you do the honors? Regnig asked, grabbing the device and passing it into my outstretched palm.

I led our group of four to one of the library’s side cubbies. It was a place with soft lighting where one could bring a volume and sit in peace, reading or studying the contents. I activated the portal device, and its line of light shone out, covering the walls and ceiling in a flat plane; the evidence of the portal disappeared once it was locked into place.

“I’ll go first,” I said, wishing I had brought my pulse rifle along. I doubted anyone would ever find Fontem’s collection from the other side, but we’d stumbled upon it rescuing the Motrill prince, who was now a Gatekeeper, and one of the missing Keepers at that. It was a diplomatic mess: swearing Polvertan in, then having him go missing the next day.

I stepped through, arriving in the once-familiar space. Only I wasn’t alone.


Four

The hunter sniffed the air, sensing a storm arriving. He was miles from his nest and didn’t like the idea of being stuck out in the open for the impending rain. The region had turned colder in the last few months since he’d arrived on this new, lush land.

It was so far removed from what he’d known his whole life, and being in this body was… odd. Animals from the plains of his land were an understood capacity. These two-legged creatures were different. He knew it was time to change from this shape. There were no others like him. His snout was longer than their breathing apparatus, his skin a different color, his legs thicker and shorter.

His legs carried him across the open expanse between the city’s fence and the hills, where he made a home away from the prying eyes of the locals. If they knew what he was, they’d have killed him long ago, and he felt his luck starting to slip away.

The bones inside his belly were fully digested, and he felt weak because of it. It was time to feed again. He had used the last few bodies he’d fed on to fuel this vessel, rather than go through the pain and struggle of shifting into their forms. Now it was time. He was strikingly dissimilar, even though they were all bipedal: two legs, two arms, comparable enough physiology, but far enough apart to elicit strange looks.

The hunter ran now, finally used to walking as this being. Once the brain of the prey had been fully absorbed, he understood the man he’d shifted into. He was from another world, one called Shimmal. He could only assume the man had traveled to the hunter’s land through the glowing crystal. He also felt the fear as he’d pressed the symbol etched on the flat surface those many moons ago, a warning sent off by the prey’s brain sitting inside his belly at the time.

He called them portals, and they were unreliable. The hunter had thought about returning to the cave he’d arrived to on this world and traveling home, but there was nothing left for him there, even if he could comprehend how to operate the device.

So he kept walking, returning to his nest as the rain fell hard from above. His clothing sat on his body like tattered rags, and the water poured on him, drenching him within moments of the first flash of light in the afternoon sky. He was glad the immense red star wasn’t bearing over him today. The sight of it sent shivers through his spine. It felt too big, too alien for his mind to process.

The hunter heard the mechanical noise before he saw the ship lowering to the ground. His version of a heart pumped blood quickly through his thick veins as he recognized it. He’d seen them around the village, rising into the air, moving quickly. From the ingested brains inside him, he knew this to be a transport vessel or a lander, depending on which prey’s memories he accessed.

He wanted to run, to hide in the treeline that was only a few hundred yards away, but he stopped, knowing the ship would easily catch him. He had to wait for the right time.

The hunter wiped rain from his eyes, his snout twitching as a door hissed open on the vessel. Two humans emerged. He knew that was the name of their race. There were many colors of them, and they had males and females as well; a fairly universal trait.

One of each stood there now, holding weapons pointed at him from thirty yards away.

“What are you doing out here?” the man asked, holding his weapon firmly in place.

The hunter knew he didn’t look like them. He was in the form of a Shimmali, and his clothing was dirty, torn, and had his prey’s blood all over it. He licked his lips, tasting dried iron on his chin. “Friend,” he squawked, unsure what language he said it in.

The two armed humans glanced at one another, and the woman lowered her gun. She smiled despite being out in the middle of nowhere in the rain. “Why don’t you come with us then, friend? We’ll find you some help,” she said, and the hunter knew he had them.

The large male lowered his weapon as well, and the hunter timidly stepped toward them.

“What’s your name?” the man asked when they were close enough to stop yelling above the storm.

Water dripped off the hunter, and he was glad it had wiped some of the blood from his body. “Soloma.” He used the man’s real name.

“Soloma?” The woman’s brow furrowed.

He couldn’t wait any longer. He lunged at the woman first, assuming her the most cunning. Her guard was down, and his stubby teeth easily tore through her throat. Her gun clattered to the rocky ground, and the hunter picked it up, firing two rounds at the man before he’d even had a chance to react. They lay there lifeless, and the hunter smiled.

He moved for the ship, checking to see if there was a pilot waiting inside. There was no one else. Good.

He removed the clothing from the two guards, finding the meals a much better experience without the fabric slowing him down. He’d had a stomach ache for days after the first victim. He ate the man first, crunching the bones to dust before swallowing. The woman, he swallowed what he could whole, and spent the next two hours inside the shelter of the ship, converting from the Shimmali man into the visage of the female human.

He screamed in anguish as he made the transformation, feeling every bone move inside his sac of flesh. When it was done, he dozed, comatose inside the lander. Eventually, he awoke. It was dark outside, and the rain was all gone, dried up in the rocky expanse of the foothills.

His body ached, and he blinked his eyes open and closed, feeling the raw sensation. He stared at his reflection in the glass of the lander’s door and saw the long brown hair, the slender face, the strong but agile body. He smiled widely at the image and slipped into the clothing he’d peeled off the bodies.

The hunter closed the door to the ship. All that remained outside was the washed-away blood of the prey. No one would ever know he was there. He’d carefully digested the brain of the male and understood how to pilot the ship.

He lifted it off the ground and headed for a different place on this planet. Terran One. The village name was a whisper on his mind, but important nonetheless.


Five

I ducked as the thing pounced toward me. I wasn’t able to avoid its grasp, and it clung to me, long arms wrapping around my neck.

Dean, don’t struggle. I should have told you about Bool, Regnig said.

I dropped my arms, going slack.

Bool, stop it at once. Regnig’s words were a blast to my mind, and the creature jumped off, away from me.

“What is it?” I asked, seeing a short torso, long hairy arms, and four thin legs. Its head was undersized, big eyes curiously watching me. It was only three feet tall, standing higher than Regnig.

Karo and Ableen entered through the portal device, and she gasped at the sight of the animal.

Bool is a Noolathrocite. A local tree dweller. It appears he found his way inside from the tropical planet where Fontem hid the access to his collection. Bool came to stand at the birdman’s side, holding out his hand. Regnig pulled a piece of fruit from somewhere in his outfit and passed it to the animal. Bool smiled, showcasing a terrifyingly sharp set of teeth.

“And those are for eating leaves and grass?” I asked, hopeful.

Quite the opposite. They enjoy eating meat more than anything.

Karo stepped between the creature and Ableen protectively.

But don’t worry. He’s friendly. I let him come and go as he pleases. So far, he hasn’t done anything, nor has he summoned any of his friends inside. Regnig petted the animal as he devoured the fruit in seconds.

“I’ll take your word on it.” I took in my surroundings, seeing much more rhyme and reason inside the collection. Everything was lined up in rows; new shelving, likely borrowed from Regnig’s library, was set up, and he crossed the room to grab a tablet in his tiny hand, passing it to me.

Every item inside is listed on here. That cross-reference book I had came in very handy. I know what sixty percent of this stuff actually is, Regnig told us.

“You mean forty percent remains a mystery?” I asked.

He nodded, and Karo walked over to a shelf, picking up a globe-sized object with a glowing barrier around it, hefting it in his palms.

Don’t drop that.

“Why’s that?” Karo asked Regnig.

Because it’s a world.

Karo appeared horrified. “What do you mean, it’s a world?”

Apparently, about a million years ago, a disturbance formed far away from here. It shrank an entire solar system before dissipating. Only one of the planets survived. This is it. Regnig found the location on the tablet, handing it to me.

I read the brief description and paled. “He’s telling the truth, Karo. You might want to set it down gently. The world is frozen inside that barrier.” I scrolled through the data. “According to this, Fontem found this on a backwater world about fifty thousand light years from its original system. It was already encased in this barrier. Who placed it there is a mystery, but Fontem always wanted to find a way to reverse the shrinking, and to bring the planet to life once again.”

Ableen stepped over to it, her hand hovering above the energy barrier. “That is so sad,” she said.

“What if we find a way, Dean?” Karo asked.

I nodded. “I’m afraid of looking at anything else, because we could forever be trying to figure these ancient puzzles out.” I studied the globe and saw the clouds and oceans frozen in time. I wondered what kind of life had been put on pause and, if we could find a way to reverse it, if they would survive.

“We must help them,” Ableen said, and Karo smiled at the Theos woman. I could tell he was smitten with her, not only because she was the last female Theos, but because of her big heart and her sensitivity to the plight of others. She had also been frozen aboard the Collector’s ship for a long time. She understood more than anyone.

“Then it’s settled. Regnig, while we’re gone, can you see what you can learn about this world?” I asked him.

The feathered being opened his beak and stuck his tongue out to the side, his one eye boring into me. I have started already. I had to put your book on pause, though.

I wanted to tell him that was a good thing, because no one cared about reading a book about me, but I held back. “Great. Where do we start?” I asked, flipping through the program on the tablet menus.

I’ve made as many notes as I could. I must admit, this last year has been exhausting, but also the most exciting of my career.

I didn’t ask him how long that was, because I knew it would only make Regnig feel old. “I can imagine. Who better than you to catalog a collection like this?”

I can think of numerous others, but I digress. I was the one lucky enough to be offered the opportunity. Let’s use the keywords: portal, stones, crystal, Theos, map, reverse, pathway, and any others you can think of, Regnig suggested.

I keyed them all in, along with a few more, and seven files highlighted. We opened them one at time, searching for something that would assist us in deciphering the secrets of the portals within Fontem’s horde of history.

“Let’s begin,” I said. Fontem had a collection of computer software files loaded onto countless different systems, some from long dead races from thousands of years ago, to books in hundreds if not thousands of languages.

Karo, take this and locate these books. Regnig passed him a screen from a nearby desk. Hover this over the book and choose your language output. It will translate, and you can digitally record anything you want. So if you find details on the mapping and tracking of portal destinations, tap this icon here to imprint for later analysis.

Karo nodded, and Ableen was already moving across the space, heading for the bookshelves where so many priceless volumes from around the universe sat. I was in awe of the sheer amount of information stored here. No wonder Regnig had such a great time. Here was a man who’d devoted his life to guarding and studying the universe’s greatest library, and now he was gifted access to so many more secrets of time and space.

Dean, you and I will use the system to decode these three files. Regnig perched onto a feathery pillow, and Bool leapt over to his side, curiously watching Regnig’s tiny hands fly across the keypad. I watched the almost monkey-like animal from the corner of my eye for a few moments before trusting it wasn’t going to take a bite out of Regnig or me.

I cracked my knuckles, fully aware a research project like this could take some time.

It was hours later when Karo shouted from across the room, and I blinked my eyes open, not realizing I’d even been drifting off.

“We found something,” Karo said firmly. Pride beamed from his smile. “Or Ableen did.”

We stood, heading over to their seating area on the floor. Ableen passed the screen to me, and I saw the translated message, feeling my heart race at the words.

The Crystal Map is a tool few know about, but many wish they had. Each trip through the crystals leaves an imprint that fades with time.

It went on to discuss other things, and I scrolled through the prior pages as well as the next few, not seeing any more about the subject.

“What does it mean? Crystal Map. Let’s search it!” I ran to the tablet and brought it over. Everyone waited with bated breath as I searched the keywords Crystal and Map. There were no results, not when typed together.

Perhaps we’re doing this wrong. Dean, remove the translation to English. We need to search it in the original form, Regnig suggested. I did as he bade, and found the word in some unfamiliar language. The lettering was strange, a distant series of symbols and sketches. I pasted the details into the search field on the tablet, and we watched it scroll through the millions of files, to return one result.

“We have a hit,” I said, opening the file. I didn’t understand what I was looking at.

This is good. Item number three hundred and eighty-two. Regnig was off, flapping his wings in excitement. Bool ran after him, squeaking as if they were playing a game. I assumed he really wanted another piece of fruit.

The shelf was too tall for Regnig. He made a series of unfamiliar commands to the creature, and Bool climbed the tall shelf, returning with a metal box, setting it into Regnig’s talons. I was beginning to understand why our friend kept the monkey-thing around.

We gathered around Regnig as he opened the box. My heart sank as it sprang wide to reveal nothing inside.

Regnig stuck his tongue out and poked his beak inside the box. A secret compartment clicked open, and now we found what we were looking for. It was clear and sticky to touch, about the length of a pen, but flexible. I pulled my finger away, and the device stuck to it.

Place this on the stone, and the other end onto this tablet, and you will locate your destination symbol. It should be as easy as that, Regnig said.

“Can it be that simple?” Karo asked.

I shook my head. “Things rarely are. Thank you for your help, Regnig. Good catch, Ableen.”

I was anxious to test it. Would it show us a full catalog of each portal, detailing each trip through that particular stone, and where the user traveled to? The brief message said that the imprints faded with time, but how much time? Centuries? Days? Hours? We didn’t know.

We headed for the exit, and Bool accepted another piece of food from Regnig before we stopped at the portal device. Ableen glanced at the shrunken world, and I silently promised the inhabitants that we’d return for them one day.

Seconds later, we were inside the library, closing the portal behind us.

“Does Bool come and go as he pleases?” I asked.

As far as I’m aware, yes. Regnig led us to the center of the room, where Slate had erected a makeshift camp for us all. Mary and Jules were tucked away inside a tent; Rivo and my big friend were playing some sort of game resembling chess, and from the looks of it, the small blue woman was beating him with ease.

“Well, what did you find?” Slate stood up, trying to read my expression. I made it easy on him.

“We got it,” I said, keeping my voice low.

“You did?” Rivo asked.

I pulled the flexible device out and showed them. “Doesn’t look like much,” Rivo said.

I could only shrug. “Seems to be what we were after. We’ll find out.”

“When do we go? Now?” Slate asked.

I glanced to the tent where my wife and child slept soundly, and shook my head. “No. We’ll stay the night and head out in six hours or so. Sound okay with everyone?”

Slate had set up a few extra tents in the open space in the center of the library. “Sure. Karo and Ableen, you can take those ones.”

“What about you?” I asked him.

“I already had a nap. Plus, Regnig has some serious coffee here.” He smiled over at our host. “Hope you don’t mind. We found it and brewed some.”

That’s not coffee. It’s medicinal… or that’s what it’s meant for, Regnig said.

Slate’s eyes went wide. “What kind of medicine?”

It’s meant for mind stimulation. I use it when I need to concentrate for days at a time.

“Some sort of speed? I’m feeling a little funny here, boss,” Slate said.

Rivo laughed at him. “You’re fine. I knew what it was. I brought the coffee with me. I can never leave home without it, not after spending time with you guys on your ship, and on Haven.”

Slate let out a sigh and sat down again. “See, I told you there was nothing to worry about,” he said, tapping his foot repeatedly.

I rolled my eyes at him. “Sure thing. If you guys have this under control, I’m going to call it a night. See you in a few hours.” I left them to play their game quietly and crept into my tent. Jules was lying side by side with Mary, whose arms wrapped around our daughter protectively. It had taken me a year to convince Mary to let Jules sleep in another room than ours, and now I could see her defensive instincts take over.

I took my boots off and climbed onto the inflated mattress beside Mary. She was warm to the touch, and I pressed my cheek against her shoulder. She moved slightly and nestled into Jules.

I let their soft breaths lull me to sleep, and I dreamt for the first time in a long while. When I woke, all I could recall of the ordeal was being trapped on a terrible world. The portals were dead, and my family was threatened.


Six

Regnig had considered coming with us, but decided against it at the last minute, which I was glad for. He was useful, but better suited to life in the sanctuary of his library. The last thing I wanted was for him to accompany us on a mission of unknown dangers and for something to happen to our small friend. He promised to keep researching the stones among the vast array of tomes he’d uncatalogued in a distant dusty section of his shelves. He also told Ableen that he would see if there was any clue to helping the shrunken planet.

She beamed at him as he promised this, and Karo thanked Regnig as well. Then we were off, my terrible dreams a distant memory.

The ship let us off, and already we were nearing the portal room, less than a day after arriving on Bazarn. We arrived through the quiet promenade, heading down the stairs that would lead to the immense guards in the overly-decorated space.

“Rivo, I wish we had time to visit with your father. Send Garo our thoughts and best wishes in his recovery,” I told the Molariun girl. She hadn’t told us exactly what ailed him or how serious it was, but from the look that crossed her face, we knew it wasn’t good.

“Thank you. He did ask for a favor,” Rivo said.

“You know he’s done enough for me. Anything,” I told her.

“Inlorian bars. He wants to buy a thousand bars,” she said quietly.

“A thousand bars!” Slate shouted in surprise. That was worth more than most planets.

“Are you sure you heard him right?” Mary asked.

Jules ran ahead, dancing on the marble floors.

Rivo nodded. “Of course. A thousand bars. He expects to have a great price at that value. He also wants to set up a meeting with the Inlor, if that can be arranged. He’s considering being on the Board,” she said.

“Is he well enough to do that?” I asked her softly.

Her eyes met mine. “He will be.” She was leaving something unsaid, and I suspected Garo was trying to gain a foothold with the newest craze of Inlorian bars while the price was hot. If he could lock in a spot on the Board with the Inlor, he would probably attempt to make it part of the portfolio under the Alnod company, and any heir would hold the position, should he pass on. In this case, that meant Rivo. She seemed to understand this, but neither of us brought it up.

“I’ll see what I can do. Thanks for coming with us.” I knocked on the door, and one of the guards opened it, his hulking form stepping out of the way for us to enter.

“Your Highness, we didn’t know you were coming,” one of them said.

Rivo only laughed. “Watch the door, please. We have something to do with the portal stones.”

They stepped between us and the crystal at the end of the room. “I’m sorry? How do you mean?”

“Look, we don’t have time to explain everything to you,” Rivo said.

They didn’t budge. “We know we work for you, but we also have an obligation to the stones,” the other guard said.

A shiver began to work its way up my spine.

Karo stepped forward. “What does that mean?”

The other guard spoke, his voice deep and gravelly. “We work for the stones. You stand here long enough, and you learn to hear them.”

Karo’s head tilted slightly. “Them?”

“I don’t know how to explain it, exactly. The stone is alive,” he answered.

I tried to see if I could smooth this over. “We aren’t doing anything to affect them. The portals are dying; the voices you’ve heard are withering away, and as you know, the destinations and symbol connections are being mixed up. That’s why all the portals have been closed.”

“I knew it,” one of them said. “It’s felt off lately, weaker somehow.”

I nodded. “We need to find the rest of our Gatekeepers, but we must first test a device on this stone to see if it works. Then we’ll be off. Sound fair?”

They stomped away, their pumpkin-sized heads meeting in a brief huddle. “We apologize for intruding, your Highness. And...Dean Parker.” My name was added hesitantly.

“Thank you. My father thanks you as well,” Rivo said, and we stepped around them. Jules stayed, pointing up at one of the guards, who was at least four times her height.

“Papa. Silly man!” she told me. I scooped her up and smirked an apology, heading for the rest of our group.

Rivo followed us, likely curious to see if the device we’d found would work. Judging by our faces, we were all eager.

The stone began to glow, pulsing gently as we neared. Ableen’s eyes went wide, as if she was hearing her people from inside, but she didn’t say anything as I pulled the Crystal Map from my pack, setting the bag on the ground.

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered, attaching the device to my tablet, the other end to the table. It latched on as if it were designed for this purpose – which, I reasoned, it was. My tablet flashed brightly before a new application appeared. It showed a series of locations across a vast array of stars, each pinprick of light clearly implying a portal stone.

Slate let out a low whistle as he peered over my shoulder. Mary clutched my arm, squeezing tightly as we all stood in awe. Seeing the network of interconnected portals from this vantage point made me realize how amazing they were. I didn’t count them, but there were far more than the two hundred or so cataloged symbols in the tables.

“Are there…?” Karo started, his jaw dropping as I zoomed out, spreading fingers on the tablet screen.

“There are thousands,” I said breathlessly. “More than we ever imagined.”

I became light-headed, and I placed a palm on the portal table to steady myself. Sarlun and the others had no idea these existed. How many worlds and civilizations were out there that we didn’t know about? Apparently, a lot. Some of the lines led to distant dots, telling us the source stones were millions, if not billions, of light years away. It was all hard to comprehend as we remained there, blankly staring at the tablet in silence.

I zoomed in now, choosing a distant world. Its symbol appeared, a combination of a backwards check mark and a star. Light pulsed from it, stretching out in all directions, and the closer I moved to the image, the more distinct each line traveling to and from it became.

“This is amazing,” Karo said.

They were each powered by the sacrifice of his people, and I glanced at Ableen, who stood solid as a statue, a sole tear falling onto her gray cheek.

I noticed a blinking icon on the bottom right of the screen, and I tapped it. A series of pathways illuminated, moving the center focus to a particular world. When I clicked it, I saw the symbol for Bazarn.

“This must be telling us the last trips from Bazarn,” Mary said.

“Papa.” Jules tugged on my pants, and I picked her up. She stared at the tablet with interest, her green eyes glowing in the reflection of the screen.

I lifted my arm, activating my arm console, and brought up the missing Gatekeeper profiles. “Two of our missing team members were last seen on Bazarn. Guards!” I turned to call them, and saw they were right behind me already. I jumped, causing Jules to squeal in delight. “You two are sneaky for giants… did you see these two Gatekeepers leave here a couple months ago?”

One of them nodded. “They were the last to travel through. Word came from Alnod to lock the doors shortly after. No one was allowed access to the portals, and no one tried to come through until you arrived yesterday.”

I found the brightest pathway from Bazarn on the tablet. “This has to be it.” I traced the line, seeing it end at a distant world. I clicked the icon, seeing an unfamiliar symbol.

Mary let go of my arm and began sifting through the portal table’s symbols, trying to match it. “I wish Suma was here. She’s memorized all of the symbols.”

Something was off as she scrolled through pages of them on the portal’s screen. “Wait. What’s that?” Some of the symbols were faded blue. “I don’t recognize any of these.”

“Dean, I think the table is grabbing the details from the Crystal Map you’ve attached to it. We’ve unlocked the hidden symbols with this,” Karo said, and Ableen nodded along, confirming his claim.

“You’re right.” I swallowed hard. We had access to thousands of worlds at our fingertips, most of them places no human, or Gatekeeper for that matter, had ever been. But what would we uncover? “Mary, we can’t bring Jules along.”

She crossed her arms. “I’m not staying behind again, Dean.” She tapped my arm console screen, and I glanced at the two faces of the missing Gatekeepers. One of them was a tall, lanky alien classified as a Nix. His name was listed as Weemsa. The other Keeper was from the Udoon system, from the same planet as Cee-eight. She was listed as female and had the same short arms and deep-set eyes as the pilot we’d met a couple of years ago. Green skin was pulled tight over her face, but she had a happy expression, a look I wasn’t sure existed after spending time with Cee-eight. This woman’s name was Loo-six.

“Mary, we can’t bring her to these dangerous worlds. We have no idea what’s out there,” I said.

She pulled me aside, dragging me away from the rest of the prying eyes. “Seriously? You can’t ask me to stay behind, and you can’t ask me to separate us. We’re staying together, so either you leave this mission to these other capable people and come home with me or we all go. Understood?” Her teeth were clenched, and I could see there was no winning this argument.

“We need to help. We promised Sarlun, and then Ableen, that we’d free her suffering people,” I told her.

“Then Jules comes. She’s safer with us than anywhere else. Don’t you agree?” Mary asked.

I glanced at our girl, who was playing with Slate beside the portal. She was so wonderful, so full of curiosity and joy. I nodded hesitantly, and Mary’s stiff posture loosened. “Let’s make this quick, then. We go, we track them, we head home.”

“Deal,” I said, and we made our way to the waiting group.

“Everything good, boss?” Slate asked without a hint of his usual jest.

“You bet. Are we ready?” I asked.

Karo glanced from Ableen to Slate; his gaze then settled on Jules, and moved to me. “We’re ready.”

“Then let’s suit up. We have no idea what we’re going to arrive into,” I said.

Minutes later, Rivo had left us alone, returning to her father, and the guards moved to the edge of the portal room, standing by the doorway across the space. There was a definitive line etched in the marble floors, giving a visual on the portal’s boundary. Anything within that line would transport with the stone; anything beyond wouldn’t.

I raised a hand to the guards and received a grunt in return. They didn’t like me much, and I couldn’t really blame them. We were all wearing our EVAs, and part of me wished we’d opted for the armor suits instead of the exploratory, but they were too heavy to lug around with our supplies. I missed having Dubs with us, or one of the powerful Keppe warriors to help carry some of the burden. I briefly let my thoughts drift to Rulo and hoped she was doing well.

“Ready?” I asked, and no one said otherwise. Jules was beside Mary, eyes wide as the portal crystal shone bright. I tapped the symbol the missing Gatekeepers had traveled to, and we left Bazarn.


Seven

It was dark when we arrived. Ableen let out a groan beside me. “They are weakening,” she said.

It felt different this time, almost as if we’d taken longer to travel between worlds. I had no memory of the journey, but my body clock had been thrown for a loop. I didn’t know if it was due to the sheer distance, the Theos growing weaker, or a combination of the two.

“Jules, honey, are you okay?” Mary asked. Our daughter was walking away from the table, venturing into the unknown. She turned her head, flashing a smile only a kid under three is capable of.

“This is strange,” Karo said, motioning to the copse of trees around us. Symbols were carved into giant tree trunks that, in the dim light, reminded me of California redwoods. They rose higher than my eyes could make out in the night sky.

“There’s no hidden portal room,” Slate said. “Which probably means there isn’t an intelligent race around.”

“Why do you say that?” Ableen asked. Her grasp of our language was impressive.

“Because if someone knew about the stones, they’d build walls to hide it, or at least have markings to worship it.” Slate ran a gloved hand over the etchings in the trees.

“Then how do you explain these?” Karo asked, pointing to the carvings.

Slate shrugged. “Every portal room has them in some form or another. I guess I hadn’t really thought about how they got there.”

“Hmmmm. Neither have I,” I told him. “But I think you’re right about the intelligent life. That being said, it doesn’t mean there’s nothing here that wants to harm us. Be on the lookout.” I flicked my EVA suit’s light features on, and went over to Jules, activating her beams too. She laughed at them, chasing the light, not understanding she wouldn’t be able to catch the end.

Slate lifted his arm, keying something into his suit’s console. “Scanning for any Gatekeeper IDs.”

“Anything?” Mary asked.

He shook his head. “Not yet, but it can take a while.”

“How about the air? Breathable?” Mary asked.

Slate checked his readouts. “It appears so.” He unclasped his helmet, and for a brief moment, I expected him to drop from toxic air. He grinned and set it on the ground beside him. The rest of us followed suit.

“Should we investigate?” my wife asked.

“It’s dark. I say we wait to see if this world has daylight, and see what the ID scan tells us first. I don’t like the idea of walking around an alien forest in the dark.” I pictured huge stalking animals, their glowing eyes watching us from above, nestled in thick tree limbs.

“I agree with Dean. Ableen, are you doing all right?” Karo asked her.

She nodded. “This is all… so new.” Ableen had led a simple life among the Theos before she was taken by the Collector. And now, so many years later, she’d been rescued, and her whole existence had been thrown a curve ball. Today she was exploring a new world with us on a rescue mission. I couldn’t imagine what must be going on in her mind.

“It’s new to us, Ableen.” She knew some of our story, but I thought now was as good a time as any to tell her everything about humans and what we’d been through.

We set up camp, and Jules quickly grew tired of chasing her lights. She settled onto my lap as we unfolded small chairs, forming a circle around a lantern. I hoped the lights wouldn’t draw any local predators, and I knew Slate was thinking the same thing. His pulse rifle sat across his lap, and every few minutes, he stood up to circle our small camp, keeping a lookout.

Mary and I took turns telling Ableen about the Event and our experiences with it, and she listened with interest as we discussed the Kraski, the hybrids, and the Deltra betrayal.

“But Leslie and Terrance are your friends,” Ableen said in the middle of the story.

“They are. Not everyone can be thrown into one category. The sins of our people aren’t necessarily our own sins,” I explained.

She nodded, as if understanding the meaning behind this. The world began to lighten around us as our tale expired.

“Thank you for sharing your lives with me,” Ableen said. “It inspires me to hear that you were so oppressed and have since risen above, making things better for others unselfishly.” I had to assume she was implying the Alliance of Worlds and the Gatekeepers’ function to act as mediators for intergalactic disputes moving forward.

“If the portals become unresponsive, it will make everything much more difficult,” Mary said.

Ableen appeared to consider this before adding, “Or much simpler. Perhaps everyone sticking to their own planets will stop the everlasting strife between worlds.”

“That’s been going on for thousands of years, and they don’t need portal stones to fight each other. Fleets of war vessels do fine,” I said, knowing war would always remain a constant. It was the one thing that would stand the test of time… and space.

“Dean.” Mary was looking around, spinning her head from side to side. “Where’s Jules?”

I scanned the group and stood, running behind Slate and Karo. She was nowhere in sight. Then I spotted the lights from her tiny EVA, and ran for her as she neared the portal table. It glowed brightly at her approach, and I stopped a few yards from her, wondering what she was doing.

Her hand lifted, one pointer finger raised, aiming at the blue crystal beneath the clear surface of the table. She was speaking, but I was too far away to hear the words; her voice was unable to carry over to me.

“Jules?” I spoke softly, and she turned her head to look at me, and I saw her face in an impassive look.

Her green eyes glimmered, and she lowered her hand. “Help,” she said.

I stepped over to her, dropping to a knee. “What is it, honey?”

“Papa.” She clenched her little fists at her sides in frustration. “Help.”

“Help you with what?”

“Not me. Theos.” Jules turned around, and the hair on the back of my neck rose like a startled cat.

I heard footsteps coming up behind me, but I didn’t turn, as if acknowledging them would break the spell Jules was under. “How can we help the Theos?” I asked her.

She shook her head, her gaze focused at the glowing crystal cluster. “Not Papa. Jules,” she said.

Not Papa. Jules. The words were confusing. She was telling me she needed to help the Theos. Not me, but her.

“Come on, honey. Let’s go see Mommy,” I said, and she let me pick her up. Finally, I saw Mary there, and I passed Jules to her.

Mary spoke softly to our daughter as she led her away. Jules met my gaze, then glanced at the crystal, which slowly dimmed until it was nothing more than a sleeping stone.

When I returned, the sky was light enough to see our surroundings with ease, and Slate had stowed all our supplies away again.

“Did you track the Gatekeepers’ IDs?” I asked him.

“Not quite, but I did see a flash of recognition on the map, and we have a set of coordinates to work with. Not far, which we expected,” Slate said. “We leave anything not pertinent to their rescue. I’d suggest packing our EVAs and only bringing two days’ rations. We’re only going a couple of miles.” He took the lead, and we followed him after removing our suits. We added an extra thermo layer under our jumpsuits for a precaution.

The region’s temperature was mild, but since we couldn’t predict the planet’s ecosystem, it was better to be prepared. The Gatekeepers were trained to stay near the stones should they run into trouble like this. If a rescue mission was sent out, it made the recovery much simpler.

Seeing Jules acting so oddly around the stone and hearing Ableen’s fears that the Theos were leaving quickly had me wanting to start jogging forward. We weren’t going to be stuck on this planet. I wouldn’t let something like that happen to us again. I couldn’t.

“I feel so small,” Mary told me as we continued through the immense forest. Everything was oversized; I saw that now. The rocks were all boulders; the shrubbery at the base of the twenty-foot-wide tree trunks was taller than Karo.

“It’s old,” I said. “Thousands of years without humans or aliens to spoil the terrain. Parts of Earth would look like this if we hadn’t ever existed.”

“That’s a good sign, boss. Means we’re less likely to run across any trouble,” Slate said, and I hoped he was right.

“Then why didn’t Weemsa and Loo-six stay put?” Karo asked in his ever-logical way.

I didn’t answer, because there was no point.

“Dean hates speculation,” Mary said with a laugh. Jules was resting in her arms, and I knew our growing girl was becoming bigger all the time. She’d only be able to haul her around for so long.

“Two miles?” I asked Slate, and he nodded.

“Little less,” he replied.

There was no end in sight for the forest. From here, it appeared to go on for miles in every direction, but it was hard to know how far we were seeing in between the massive trunks. The sun was higher now, but it felt like dawn inside the thick cover. I doubted it would ever be lighter than it was now.

We walked in silence for another ten minutes before we heard it. It was so quiet, I didn’t notice it at first. Ableen was the first one to sense something was wrong. She stopped suddenly, and Karo stumbled into her, nearly knocking her over.

She raised a finger to her lips and lifted a hand. We all kept still, and I turned my ear up, trying to catch what she’d heard. It was like wind, a soft breeze that kept increasing in power, gaining traction as it careened through the forest above the canopy before breaking below, soaring around the trunks, bouncing off shrubbery. By the time it reached us, the noise was a screech, a terrifying, deadly sound that turned my blood to ice.

Jules started crying, and Mary’s face was pale, mirroring my own.

“Only another half mile,” Slate whispered, pointing deeper into the trees.

“Are you kidding me?” Mary said. “Did you hear that? We can’t go toward the source.”

“We don’t know where the cause is,” I admitted. “Let’s keep moving.”

Slate and I held our pulse rifles up, taking the lead. Karo held a pulse pistol, taking the rear of the convoy, with Mary and Jules next, followed by Ableen. Mary passed a gun to the Theos woman, but she shook her head, refusing to accept it. Mary passed Ableen Jules instead, and when I was confident Jules was happy enough to cry in Ableen’s arms, I kept walking. Slate led us to the spot the ID imprint had shown on his screen, and I knelt beside a damp section beside a tree. Heavy footprints were evident all around the area.

“The tent was here,” Slate said, motioning to a rectangle pressed into the leafy forest bed.

“They went this way.” I pointed deeper into the forest. It was darker here, colder, but we had no choice but to keep moving.

“As long as that sound doesn’t…” Slate started to say as the exact same noise carried through the trees to pass over us again. “I give up. Turn around?” he asked.

“It’s only a noise. A lot of animals have sounds they use to scare off predators. It could be a type of plant, for all we know,” I told him, and he shook his head.

“There’s no plant in the universe that’s making that sound, boss,” he said.

“Slate’s right. Whatever it is, it made the Gatekeepers hightail it away from their camp,” Karo said from the end of the line. He was watching behind us, and I was glad someone had our backs.

“The prints are traceable. We follow them,” I said, moving past Slate. It didn’t take him long to catch up to me and jog in front.

Jules had stopped crying, but her face was buried deep into Ableen’s neck. The Theos woman didn’t even appear to notice the added burden of carrying my daughter. She looked comfortable with the girl, and I noticed how Karo took in the sight before focusing on his task at hand.

“Over there,” Karo said, pointing in the distance. I didn’t see what he meant, but visibility was deteriorating as we walked. Ten minutes later, we finally saw something different. A mist had rolled in, covering the entire region. It was hard to see from one tree to the next in the thick, soupy air.

I was glad we’d added the extra layers, because it was cooling rapidly; the damp fog cut straight through to the skin, clinging to it as we moved.

“I don’t like this,” Mary said in my ear. We all kept close, and I considered suggesting we use a rope to tether us so we didn’t lose anyone.

Two minutes later, Slate shouted from ahead, and I could only see a brief outline of his large frame as he stopped.

“Looks like we found their camp,” he said, allowing us to catch up.

We’d been heading at a slight downward slope from the portal, and the fog pooled in the flattened copse of immense trees. I saw now why they’d chosen to be near this spot. Water pooled to the edge of their neat camp; runoff from rain. Their tents were set up on three-foot-tall bases made from cut tree limbs, keeping them dry.

There were remnants of a fire in a dug-out pit, and I crossed the camp, crouching beside the ashes, trying to gauge if there was any heat remaining. It was cold. “Doesn’t look like they were here today,” I said. “Or at least, they hadn’t made a fire yet.”

Karo apparently had an idea the rest of us hadn’t. He unclasped a tent, opening the flap to see an empty space. “Not sleeping either.” Both tents were empty, but there were a few meager supplies inside.

“It’s been almost three months. That’s a long time,” Slate said, leaving the rest unfinished. Unless the two Gatekeepers had found a food source, they wouldn’t have survived long.

“They’re resourceful,” Mary said. Their bios were strong, and both had been Keepers for some time. They’d been at Bazarn for a diplomatic meeting with some powerful people before being thrust to this remote world at the outer edges of our previously understood universe.

I peered up, wondering what type of star was in the system. Were there other worlds out there now? Did this planet have multiple moons orbiting it? I doubted I’d ever know. Finding our people was the most important thing. Any research would have to come later, and I didn’t expect us to ever set foot here again, especially when the portals were all inactive.

“Do we wait them out here?” Karo asked. Ableen had set Jules to the ground, and my daughter was walking around the camp. She crawled into one of the tents and sat, staring at me with a knowing look.

“Use your earpieces. Let’s split up. Two groups. One searches them out, one stays at camp,” I suggested.

“Karo, can you and Ableen stay with Jules?” Mary asked, surprising me.

“We can,” Ableen answered.

Before anyone could change their minds, I started forward, peering behind me as the Theos guarded my daughter and waited at the camp for our targets to return.

“Boss, I see tracks.” Slate pointed to the side of the water pool. There were definite boot prints leading farther into the fog.

“This reminds me of being in Portland as a girl. My aunt lived there, and we did a hike through a coastal forest outside of town. It was magical. I remember pretending to be a princess while my consorts guided me through a dangerous goblin-infested woodland,” Mary said with a smile. She glanced toward camp as we moved, and I was proud of her for being able to leave Jules with someone while we were out here.

I knew her so well, and she was torn between being the adventurous leader and coddling mother to an extraordinary girl. Even though we were going to face real dangers, I was glad to have them along on the mission with me.

“I visited something like that too when I was young. My dad hated it,” I said. “He was a farmer, and getting him to leave home was a rare event. My mom could have gone anywhere that summer, but she had this idea of Oregon. Coffee and bookstores. A different outdoors than we were used to. It was a fun trip. Isabelle was old enough to miss her friends, who were home doing teenager things while she was doing hikes and visiting botanical gardens with us.”

Slate laughed. “What about you?”

“I didn’t mind it. Growing up in the middle of nowhere on an acreage had its benefits, but I loved seeing new things; expanding my mind,” I told him.

Mary bumped into me with her shoulder lightly. “Then you chose the right career.” She motioned to the misty expanse around us.

“Career,” I repeated. “Is that what we’re calling this?”

“Could be worse,” Slate said.

“How’s that?” I asked.

“You could be stuck in your home office working on some acquaintance’s taxes, waiting for the afternoon baseball game to come on so you could half-listen to the announcers drone on while working,” Slate said, and I didn’t have the nerve to tell him how nice that actually sounded.

“You’re right.” We kept moving, the fog clearing slightly. We could see at least twenty yards, and every now and then, Slate would point out another imprint on the forest floor.

“What about you, Slate? Any good childhood vacation memories?” Mary asked, continuing the discussion.

Slate pondered this and nodded. “We didn’t get out much, but we took a road trip to Florida when I was little. My brother convinced them to take us to the theme parks while we were there, and even though I knew my parents couldn’t afford it, we spent two days on rides and roller coasters. It was the time of my life.”

I knew he missed his brother. The man had died overseas on Earth, long before the Event occurred, and he was the reason Slate became a soldier in the first place.

“Sounds like a good time. I’m waiting to find an alien world full of theme parks. That would be something,” Mary said, making Slate laugh.

“Why are they all so dire? For once, let’s find paradise!” he said loudly.

“Remember the lush island we found Polvertan on?” I reminded him.

“I do. It was a million degrees and had mosquitoes the size of Rottweilers. I don’t consider that paradise, buddy,” Slate responded.

“Good point.” I thought I saw something move a ways ahead, but it was hard to tell in the fog. I raised a hand, and we all froze in silence. I pointed to where I’d spotted the movement, and we waited for the mist to roll through, only to be followed up by a denser cloud.

I took a tentative step forward, and truly hoped we’d stumble upon the Gatekeepers hanging out in the middle of the forest.

I was half right.

“Dean, stop!” Mary shouted, and the noise we’d heard earlier screeched through the air. My hands instinctively covered my ears, and Slate aimed his gun at the source of the sound.

Weemsa stood closest to us, his eight-foot-tall frame thin as a rail. He reminded me of a praying mantis, pretending to sway in the wind. Loo-six was beside him, and she turned to face us, her tight-skinned face pale as a ghost. I glanced up to see why.

All around us, the fog began to shape itself, and moments later, we were surrounded by fifty or so fog creatures, their arms outstretched toward us, each of them wailing along to the initial scream we’d heard.


Eight

The hunter spotted Terran One sprawled out along the ground in the windshield of the lander. It was larger than Terran Five that he’d been nesting outside of. Huge buildings jutted from the flat landscape, startling him. He’d never witnessed something like this. Until recently, he’d never seen a house, let alone structures made by animals like this.

On his planet, the mountains were the only thing that sought the stars; here, the local life attempted to reach space. Space. It was a strange concept to the hunter. When he was in the shapes of the local animals at home, he only thought of the stars or the sun as things to guide him during the days and nights. Now he understood so much more. There were things like the crystal that sent him here. There were space ships; larger versions of the vessel he now had the comprehension to fly.

His whole existence seemed so small, so pitiful now that he saw what else was out there. His whole life, he’d watched others like him perish on their harsh world, the land dying, hard and cracked. Now he had a chance to be among a race of… humans. He glanced at his skin, nearly hairless, long nails on slender fingers. It was not a scavenging body, but it was strong and healthy.

He briefly considered landing near the city, walking inside like he belonged. Perhaps he could trick them into thinking he was one of them. Perhaps he could live among a thriving people.

He shook his head, clearing the crazy thoughts out. No. He was destined to walk alone in this life, but he’d been granted a chance at something new. He could not only survive; he could thrive here, eating his fill, and never going thirsty. For that, he was willing to accept this new reality. There was nothing left for him at home, and he felt something he’d been unable to be his entire life: safe.

The hunter guided the lander away from the looming city. He needed to hide its whereabouts. There was a forest not far from the metropolis, but far enough to be off anyone’s radar. He’d be able to hide the ship there and make a nest.

The red star had set, and lights sprang on from around the various buildings in the distance as he settled to the grass. The hunter realized he was exhausted. The process of killing and digesting, let alone transforming into his prey, always took a lot out of him. The brain of the pilot he’d consumed told him there was a transponder inside the ship. He wasn’t exactly sure what that was, but it would allow the humans to search and locate the vessel if they realized what happened.

The hunter crawled to the rear seats and flipped a thin finger through a loop in the floor. He pulled the hatch open and saw blinking lights on a small black device. He unplugged it, and the glow faded. He dropped it to the floor and set about the forest, finding large branches and brush to cover the lander with. He had to hide it; only then would he allow his exhausted body rest. After that, he’d need more food, more sustenance to feed the ever-growing mind that was developing past his wildest imagination.

The hunter paused from his work and peered toward the lights of the city. There he would find ample prey.

____________

“What the hell are we looking at here?” Slate shouted, moving toward the two Gatekeepers. I grabbed Mary’s arm and fought the urge to run through the fog creatures to safety. I had no idea how ethereal they really were. We stepped backwards as one until the five of us were in a circle, facing the mist beings around us.

“We call them Misters,” Loo-six said, and I nearly laughed at the reference.

“I guess you couldn’t call them Misses,” I joked, knowing it was neither the time nor place. Mary frowned at me.

“You’re Dean, right?” Weemsa asked, her words translating into my earpiece. It was becoming more and more rare to find aliens who hadn’t had the translator modification added, and I was among them.

“I am. Sorry we took so long to arrive. As you know, the portals are all haywire,” I informed them.

“No trouble at all. We’ve only spent the last three months scavenging for food, which, let me tell you, leaves something to be desired. Mostly rodents. And mean ones,” Loo-six explained.

“What are we looking at here?” Slate asked again. “Misters?”

Weemsa took this one. His thin arm stretched out over my head, pointing at the Misters. They were in a line, hovering above the ground. They were almost humanoid in form, but like a classic ghost. White-gray and shapeless, with holes for eyes.

“We first saw them three days after arriving. We knew right away that the portal was messed up. Sarlun had been warning us they might shoot us somewhere else, and told us to stay put should it happen. Loo-six wanted to try to leave, but this place seemed as good as any. No visible hostiles, water, and to be honest, I thought it might be like camping out in the trees for a while.” Weemsa spoke, and I kept my eyes fixed on the fog beings hovering twenty yards away.

“Then they arrived?” Mary asked.

Weemsa nodded. “First the fog came, much like today. Then we heard the screech. I’m assuming you did as well?”

We told them we had, and Loo-six took over. “If that wasn’t bad enough, we saw one of them that night. It was late, the light all but disappeared. We were using a lantern, our fire already gone out. It was foggy, and Weemsa went to… dispose of water, and saw one of them. I ran to the scream.” I glanced at Weemsa, who looked abashed at us knowing he’d screamed while being visited with his pants down.

“That’s when I really wanted to try our luck at leaving,” Loo-six said.

“But you didn’t,” I said.

“No. Despite everything, they didn’t attack us. But I could feel them watching in the mist, and there were times I’d catch one forming and floating toward me, but when I turned to face one of them, they’d always dissipate into the fog,” she told us.

“Then what is this?” Mary asked, motioning to the horde of Misters surrounding our group.

“We don’t know. Perhaps your arrival has piqued their interest.” Weemsa’s real voice was low, almost a garbled sound.

“Well, I’d like to unpique it. Can we try to leave?” I asked, taking a step forward. The line of Misters moved another foot toward us.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Mary said.

The Misters began to screech again, a terrible and cutting sound. It wasn’t until I heard a tiny voice from some distance that I realized it was Jules’ cry.

“We have to go. There are more of us, and my daughter sounds like she’s in danger,” I told them, and Loo-six seemed to shudder at the thought. “Got it?” I grabbed her shoulders, squaring her to me. She blinked and nodded her understanding. “Slate, we shoot our way out if we have to.”

“I’m not sure that’s going to work against these things, boss,” Slate said, but he was already moving, taking the lead. He let out a war cry and ran through the line of Misters. I saw his outline beyond them as the ones he pushed apart reformed and turned to face him.

“Come on!” I shouted, staying behind Mary as she ran and jumped through their lines. I felt cold when I passed through; a muted horror filled my veins as part of their being stuck to my skin. They were miserable, but I didn’t know if they truly meant us harm. Mary appeared to have the same reaction, because she was pale too, a profound sadness expressed on her beautiful face.

Jules shouted again, and my wife moved faster than I’d ever seen before. She passed Slate, and I checked to make sure the two Gatekeepers were nearby. We all moved fast, sprinting through the foggy forest toward their camp. The Misters had regrouped, and they followed us, floating thirty yards behind. The fog around us transformed, and dozens more of them sprouted up with each passing minute.

By the time I saw camp as a bleary outline, there were at least two hundred Misters chasing after us.

“Jules!” Mary shouted, and I saw our daughter finally, her hands outstretched toward her mother from Karo’s arms. Her cheeks were red and damp. Ableen held a gun, pointing it at the Misters that had the camp surrounded.

“It’s a long trip to the portal,” I said between breaths.

“What do we do?” Karo asked.

I tried to think. “You haven’t been harmed by them yet?”

“Not yet. I’ve been touched by a few. It’s almost as if they want to pass their pain on to someone,” Loo-six said. “But look.” She pressed the growing dense cloud of Misters, unable to get through the fog.

“Will they leave?” Mary asked.

“We don’t know. They’ve never done this,” Loo-six answered.

It gave me an idea, one I wasn’t happy with. “When they break apart, take everyone and head to the portal. I’ll be there soon,” I said.

Mary glanced dubiously at me. “Trust me,” I whispered in her ear, kissing her on the lips. She was holding Jules, and my daughter clawed for my face. “I love you,” I told my girl, and they were off.

I stood firmly, facing the opposite direction as my departing friends. A few Misters hovered past me, chasing after the group, but I had other ideas.

I raised my arms, silently calling them to me. I needed to draw them away from my friends; otherwise, we might not be able to escape the thick wall of them. They seemed to understand what it was I offered, and the fog surrounded me as hundreds, then thousands of the Misters connected, becoming one cloud around my body. I tried to push an arm through, but it was thick, like pressing into pudding.

I ran, away from my friends, and they followed, all of them in a horde. Before they lowered, circling me, I locked gazes with Mary, who began running with the others for the portal.

I fought to breathe, and seconds later, it didn’t matter. The fog rushed into me.

I was the mist.

I hovered now, floating through the immense forest. I brushed against ancient bark, so old I didn’t comprehend an age. I’d been here when the planet began. I’d witnessed the saplings protrude from the fresh earth; I’d seen them rise over the years, the centuries. I watched as life started and died all around me.

I pictured various animals in the forest, fish-like creatures in the seas beyond the trees, and I saw them as they evolved, changing to adapt to ever-adjusting weather patterns, and many disappeared from the face of the world.

Winged animals took flight, soaring through me, the mist, and I felt their freedom as they hunted from the forest floor. I absorbed the essence of the plants on the ground, and the fungi attaching to the tree trunks. I was one with the world.

I was the mist.

Thousands of years passed. Millions. I grew lonely. Was there more? Could I fade into oblivion, the way countless creatures on the ground had over the millennia? I didn’t know, but I ached. Each passing day became a restless challenge. I sought ways to disintegrate. I plunged into the water, hoping to drown, but all it accomplished was killing a species of bottom-dwelling fish who needed to see to avoid predators. Even after a thousand years, I rose from the waters, more miserable than ever.

With no choice, I returned to the forests. Things had changed. The stars above never seemed to grow as bright as before. Seasons grew longer, until there was but one season for each rotation around the star far above. Was there more out there for me? Could I leave this world behind? I dared not try.

I was the mist.

Dean Parker rose inside me; his consciousness pushed away the fog of the Misters and took control of me once again. I was no longer the mist alone, but a combination of Dean and the entity.

I feel your pain. I understand. I could sense the danger from the entity. They were at their wits’ end, and my friends were in real danger. They didn’t intend to let another creature leave them behind. Not this time. I had to convince them otherwise.

I didn’t receive an answer in return, but I could feel the oppressive nature of the Misters threaten to take over again. I chided myself for giving them a vessel. This may have been a mistake.

I fed off their biggest regret: never attempting to leave the atmosphere. They were too afraid. I truly had no idea if the mist would survive in space, but I had to try.

You are correct. There is far more than your tiny world to see. Their emotions changed. I felt it now: hope, curiosity, desire for something else. Seek the stars. They await your arrival.

The mood changed, and I felt them begin to unwind before half of them fought their own kind. Some of them wanted to devour me, eat me from the inside out, for I spoke lies and couldn’t be trusted. I fought back, pushing images of worlds I’d seen from above, memories of traveling through space through the mist.

This went on for minutes, maybe hours, and eventually, they were convinced I spoke the truth. They started to lift from the ground, and I expected to stay behind, but they carried me with them. I tried to shout, begging them to stop, but my calls went unheeded. I could see nothing beneath me and felt no ground under my feet.

Finally, one Mister broke apart from the group, grasping on to me and tugging me toward the ground. I was clear of the dense fog now, and I fell ten feet to the ground in a heap, staring up as the fog pooled apart and lifted up from the trees. It rose higher and higher until it blotted out any sunlight. Then it was gone, past the canopy two thousand feet above.

I was no longer the mist. I was Dean Parker.

I didn’t wait to see if it returned. Instead, I ran, leaving the tents behind. My legs were wobbly after the experience, and I wondered how much of that story I would tell Mary. She was already going to be angry with me for risking myself like that, but it had worked. At the end of the day, I knew that wasn’t going to be a selling feature for my argument.

I didn’t catch up to them, and I wondered how long I’d been there with the Misters.

Slate was on lookout, and I spotted him propped against a tree, holding his gun up. There was no longer any mist in the vicinity, and the visibility was far improved.

“Dean!” he shouted, running toward me. He clasped my shoulders and dragged me into a quick hug.

“Everyone okay?” I asked him, peering around him to see the group waiting near the portal table.

“They’re fine. The Misters followed but disappeared shortly after. Should I even ask what you did?” he asked.

I didn’t answer as we walked together. Jules was already coming toward me, and I waved at Mary, who had a look of relief on her face. I saw Karo already preparing the portal, adding the Modifier to it. It was time to leave.


Nine

We arrived at Haven, and when the light dimmed all the way, our entire group swayed on their feet. Weemsa fell to the ground of Haven’s portal room.

“What the heck?” Slate asked. “I’ve never experienced a portal trip like that.”

My head was spinning, and I rested a hand on the table. Jules plopped down to sit on her butt, but she didn’t comment or cry out.

Mary spoke, saying what I was feeling. “The portals. They’re struggling to take us where we need to go.”

Ableen’s gray face was whiter than normal, and she nodded along. “Our people won’t last long,” she said, and I thought about the remaining stranded Gatekeepers. There were three more teams out there, including Polvertan of the Motrill and Dreb from the Bhlat. They were next on my agenda.

“Dean, let’s give it a night to rest,” Mary told me. I could tell from the look in her eyes that it wasn’t a request.

I nodded in assent. “Yes. Maybe the portal needs it too.” Slate had already helped Weemsa to his feet.

“Sorry you guys have to stay on Haven for the time being,” I advised the two Gatekeepers.

“We’re just happy to be rescued. Thank you for finding us.” Loo-six smiled wide, the taut skin on her face pulling even tighter.

“We wouldn’t leave you stranded, and we aren’t going to leave the others out there. Right, team?” I asked.

Karo answered. “Right.” He smiled at Ableen, but she was far more affected by the Theos within the stone than the rest of us.

Jules was on her feet again, reaching toward the crystal. “Papa. Help,” she said again.

“What’s with her?” I asked Mary, who lifted our daughter up. Jules was stretching out toward the crystal beneath the clear table.

“I don’t know. She must be able to sense what Ableen does. She wants to help the Theos,” Mary said.

“Let’s move out of here and call it a day,” I said, following the rest of the group out of the room. With a glance at the dark table and crystal, I shut the door behind me, glad to be done with the first leg of the mission. I only wished it was over now.

____________

It was bizarre being filled with a mist entity one hour, and a few later, being inside your own penthouse on Haven, showering in a luxurious bathroom. I told Mary the same, and she slid her arms around my waist, pulling me close.

“You can’t keep running head-first into danger forever, Dean. It will catch up to you,” she advised. She was right, but I didn’t want to admit it out loud.

“I have a clean record so far,” I said, wiping a blob of soap off her nose with a finger. Jules was sound asleep in the next room. I’d closed the window coverings all the way, since it was only early evening here. Traveling around through portals to strange worlds broke our regular routine. I had no idea how long it had been since we’d had a few hours of sleep at Regnig’s library.

“I understand why you do it, but you worry me. You’re too reckless,” Mary told me.

“Is that why you demanded to come?” I asked, hoping for the truth.

“That’s part of the reason,” she admitted. “I thought maybe you’d be less willing to stick your neck out if we were there, but it didn’t seem to work.”

I laughed. “Silly Mary. You being there only makes me want to protect the group more. I’d do anything to make sure you two are safe,” I said, blinking water from my eyes.

“Don’t forget we need you. It won’t do us any good if you’re killed by an alien mist entity, okay?” I knew she was worried, joking away her true fears, and I didn’t press her on it. We all dealt with things differently.

My communicator buzzed from its resting spot on the sink. I shrugged to Mary before stepping out of the shower, dripping all over the floor as I grabbed the device.

“Leonard?” I said into it, putting it on speaker.

“Dean, nice to hear your voice. Everything good?” he asked.

“We managed to rescue two Gatekeepers and are at home on Haven for the night,” I told him.

“That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.”

I heard his voice catch. “What is it?”

“I don’t really have any evidence, but something strange is going on,” he told me. Mary was watching from the shower, craning her neck to hear Leonard’s voice.

“You know that Shimmali man?”

“Yes,” he answered.

“He’s one of the Gatekeepers. He was on our list from the missing teams,” I told him.

A pause. “Really? That makes this even more peculiar.”

“Did you catch him? Was it anything to do with him?” I asked.

Leonard sighed. “We have no clue. One of Terran Five’s landers went missing. The pilot and other guard are gone too. They were on patrol of the city.”

Each Terran site had a ship in the air and two vehicles on the ground surrounding the cities at all times. If one went missing, then something was afoot. “Where did they track it to?”

“That’s the thing. We don’t record flight paths on them, because they only travel in circles. It wasn’t worth the storage, and no one was looking at that data. When they realized the lander was missing, they tried to locate it, but they came up empty-handed,” Leonard said.

“And you think this is related to our friend Soloma?” I asked, using the man’s name.

“It has to be,” he reasoned.

“We have a new device, one that allows us to track the destination to and from a particular portal stone. We should be able to find out where he came from. It only works for a limited time period,” I told Leonard. Mary was still in the shower, listening.

“Maybe it’s been too long?” Leonard asked over the communicator.

“I don’t think so. We tracked the first two Gatekeepers from Bazarn. I think it’ll work. Let’s test the theory after we’ve tracked the next four groups. Then we’ll be done,” I told him, leaving out the fact that the portals might be useless by then.

“Sounds good. I wanted to fill you in. I’ll reach out tomorrow if I can… and Dean…”

“Yes?”

“Good luck with bringing everyone home. It’s what you do best,” he told me, and I smiled.

“Thanks, Leonard. We’ll talk soon. Keep an eye out for the lander, and if you find anything else out, send word.” We ended the communication, and Mary stuck her head back under the water.

“Now where were we?” I asked, tiptoeing to the shower. My hair was covered in suds, and Mary gave me a disapproving stare.

“Aren’t you worried about what’s going on at home? The missing people, the stolen lander?” she asked.

“If I had to worry about every detail on every planet humans are now calling home, I’d never sleep and my head wouldn’t stop aching. Let me deal with one thing at a time,” I said, forming an idea. “Maybe you should take Jules and head home. You know, give the New Spero police a hand with the investigation.”

Mary pulled me close and kissed me. “Nice try, but I don’t think so.”

I briefly wondered if Magnus and Nat had landed on New Spero, before being distracted by more pressing matters.

____________

The sunlight shone through our floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating Jules as she sat at the table, coloring in a paper book. Even though we had so much technology, I was glad to be able to share something basic with her. She stuck her tongue out while filling in the outline of a frog with a purple crayon. It wasn’t so far-fetched any longer. I thought there might be a purple toad race in the Alliance of Worlds.

“Don’t forget to eat your toast, honey,” I told her, and she grabbed the slice with nut butter smeared across it and carefully ate it, making sure not to spill any crumbs on her picture. She was a troublemaker, but she sure had some particular quirks. She reminded me of myself.

“Papa… where Mommy?” she asked, looking around the room.

“Mommy’s sleeping.” Mary was dozing so soundly, I hadn’t the nerve to wake her an hour earlier when I’d heard Jules sneaking out of her big-girl bed.

Jules appeared to contemplate this, and she set her half-eaten bread onto her plate and slid off the chair before heading down the hallway. I let her go, knowing Mary would want to be up anyway.

A screen on the wall of the kitchen chimed softly, and the edges lit up with a faint orange glow. Someone was trying to reach me. It was our system of telephones on Haven. I didn’t mind the feature, but no one was ever able to hide their bedhead in the mornings.

I activated it and saw Leslie’s image flash on the screen. I tapped ACCEPT, and was surprised to see Magnus’ mug on the other end.

“Dean! Good to see you, brother,” he said.

“Wait, you’re here? On Haven?” I asked, excited they’d made it.

“You bet. Flew in yesterday, and Leslie and Terrance told us you were here. How are things?” he asked.

I had so much to tell him, even though it had only been a short while ago that we were on Volim waiting to take a Padlog vessel to Haven. They’d left a few days after me, Magnus wanting to be sure all his Keppe warriors were evacuated before he would leave. “Do you guys have time for breakfast?” I asked, knowing Mary would love to see them and the kids. We needed to take action, and find Polvertan and Dreb next, but a couple of hours weren’t going to make much of a difference, not after three months.

“We’d love that. Leslie’s on this health kick. Nothing but green stuff over here. Want to meet at the Diner?” he asked.

He didn’t have to specify which Diner. There was only one on Haven that served good old-fashioned American cuisine, and it was quite the hot spot among the various alien races calling Haven home these days. Apparently, omelettes and grilled cheese sandwiches were now galaxy-class cuisines.

“See you there in an hour. I’ll tell the others,” I said.

Magnus grinned. “I’ll call Randy and set up the private room.”

I gave him a thumbs-up, and the call ended.

“Who was that?” Mary asked from the hallway.

“Better get ready. We’re heading to the Diner to meet up with Magnus, Nat, and the others,” I said, and Jules ran from the bedroom, screaming happily.

“I guess she’s into it,” Mary said, smiling at me from the doorway.

____________

The Diner was busy, and I had no idea what day of the week it was. There was a calendar here, one not so different than Earth’s, but I rarely paid any attention to it. I was finding that living on three different planets created a massive problem for schedules, especially when each had days of varying length. I used my arm console to keep track of any appointments and made sure they threw me reminders with ample time to reschedule if needed.

The reunion had been sweet, and after chatting outside the Diner for twenty minutes, our group took up the private suite above the dining room. The windows were pulled wide open, giving it an open-air feeling, and I was glad in Haven’s morning heat.

Mary sat beside Natalia, and the kids were all piled in beside them. Jules and Patty were showing each other their dolls, while Dean sat there reading a paperback book. It was science fiction by the looks of it, and I smirked at his choice.

“The kids look great. I’m glad we could meet up,” I told Magnus. Ableen was with our wives, and I noticed her glancing over to Karo. I wasn’t sure if my ancient friend knew it or not, but she was seeking his attention constantly.

Leslie and Terrance were again visibly absent, and I knew we needed to find other people to assist them with the colony. They were putting too much strain on themselves.

“Did you encounter any trouble making it home?” Karo asked Magnus.

“Nothing too serious. Almost ran out of coffee. That would have been dangerous. Speaking of coffee, Slate, can you pass the carafe?” Magnus barked, and I pushed the cream over to the Scandinavian. After he poured a steaming cup, I filled mine up. “Tell me about the next job.”

Slate poked at his food and set his fork beside his plate, taking this one. “Polvertan and Dreb left Haven right after we left. They didn’t know they’d be sent to some random world.”

I quickly filled Magnus in about the thousands of portal destinations, and the women stopped talking to listen. Natalia tapped her finger on the table, giving her husband a glare.

“Babe, I have to go. It’s Polvertan. You know how close we are with the Keppe now, and the Motrill are basically the same thing. We owe it to them all to rescue their prince.”

“Bear in mind, Dean and I already rescued him once. Does that mean we’re awarded extra kudos for doing it again?” Slate asked with a smile.

“We just got home,” Nat said. “We were literally in another dimension for two months. Can we take a breather?”

Mary cleared her throat. “Tell me about it.”

I could feel our wives collectively agreeing and felt pressured to react. “This is great. Magnus can come with me, and you guys can stay with the kids.” As soon as I said it, I almost ducked, knowing they were both shooting daggers at me with their eyes.

“It is the best…” Karo started and I cut him off, moving my fingers over my throat in the universal “stop talking” motion. He heeded the advice.

“What if they go to find this Polvertan, and then we go retrieve the others?” Ableen said over the silence.

“What do you mean…” I started, but Mary spoke over me, a huge grin on her face.

“Finally, someone’s talking some sense. What do you say? You four go on the next mission, and when you’re done, you stay with the kids while we go for the next couple groups,” Mary said.

Natalia nodded, taking a bite of her toast. “This I can get behind. I don’t know when I last had some time away.”

“Same with me. Dean was gone for a long time, and I could use the break.” Mary’s eyes danced as she met my stare. She was loving this.

I stifled a cough. “You’re talking like this is a vacation. If you don’t recall, we were attacked by Misters less than a day ago!” I set my cup down too hard, and coffee spilled onto the tablecloth.

“I know, but we were all fine. We did the job, and here we are having breakfast with our friends,” Mary replied.

Even Ableen was laughing with the ladies, and I knew there was no point in arguing.

Magnus leaned in. “Dean, we know they’re more than capable of taking care of themselves. It’s Nat and Mary.”

I nodded, not sold on the idea of them traversing the dangerous portals in search of the missing Gatekeepers.

I pushed out a deep breath. “It’s settled. We track this next pair, then it’s your turn.” I relented and the group relaxed. Discussions flowed freely to the recent events, and what Nat and Magnus were going to do now that their time captaining the Keppe vessel Fortune was over.

“We’re not sure. We might do it again,” Natalia told us.

My head snapped to stare at Magnus, who was conveniently silent for this part of the discussion. “You were gone for three years, and ended up in another dimension. What would drive you to do this again?” I asked him. The rest of the table went silent, waiting for his answer. Jules chatted softly with Patty beside her, who was showing her how to draw an animal, acting like an older cousin only could.

“Because it was exhilarating. The kids had a wonderful time. They made friends and enjoyed their lessons. Dean, you don’t understand. We were part of the community there, and you know as well as I do that the Keppe are a solid people. Plus, I love the food.” Magnus set his fork on his nearly empty plate.

I had a new idea, one Terrance and I had discussed on a few occasions, mostly late at night with a few glasses of Scotch in our bellies. “What if we had our own exploratory ships?” I asked, quieter than intended.

Slate leaned in, and Nat whispered something to Mary.

Magnus had the courtesy to smile at me. “I don’t think that’s the same thing.”

“Hear me out. We create a ship with members of the Alliance of Worlds as the crew, you as the captain. We don’t work for the Keppe, but instead, we work in tandem. Surveying the far reaches of space. We know now from the Crystal Map that there’s way more out there than we even comprehended.” I was selling myself on the idea, becoming excited by the prospect. Before, it had only been idle talk between friends around the dinner table. Now it was gaining momentum, becoming real.

The moment Magnus glanced over at Natalia, then at his kids, I felt the entire newly-formed plan coming to life before my eyes. Mary grinned at me and wrapped her arm around Jules’ small shoulders, pulling her in to kiss the top of her head.

“That does sound cool.” Slate was the first one to speak, and everyone laughed.

“Dean Parker, you’ve done it again. Why didn’t I think of that?” Magnus asked.

“So you’ll think about it?” I asked him.

He shook his head. “Nope, because we’ve already decided. We’ll do it.”

I glanced over at Natalia and could tell they’d shared some unspoken agreement with their eyes.

“That’s great. We can send word to Lord Crul at once. We’ll build a ship based on their specifications, but adjust it to accommodate the varying races we’ll be bringing aboard.” My heart rate increased as the ideas flooded my mind. I could picture a crew with Padlog, Hybrids, Bhlat, Molariuns, humans, Keppe, and Motrill. The Inlor might be interested as well, since they were new to interstellar space travel. Perhaps the Theos would be happy on board with Magnus and Nat. If the shared look between Karo and Ableen was telling me anything, they were already considering it.

I had no idea if Mary and I would be part of something like that. I felt like there was too much for us to do on our three worlds. But the idea of traveling around space for a couple of years with our closest friends on hand thrilled me.

“You better save a title for me. First Officer? Commander Campbell has a nice ring to it,” Slate said, and stopped when he realized it might mean leaving my side. “I mean… if everything works out.”

“I’m sure it will. Boy, am I glad we had this breakfast,” I told them. “Are we ready to plan this next mission yet?”

Magnus stood. “Let’s do this.”

“You don’t have to come. Are you sure it’s okay to run away again?” I asked him out of earshot of the others.

“Your last one took less than a day. This is a piece of cake,” he said.

I liked his optimism. “Let’s gather what we need and move.” My mind was hopeful the next Gatekeeper extraction would be as fast as the previous one, but my gut had other ideas.


Ten

We’d said our goodbyes, and Natalia, Mary, and Ableen remained at our penthouse with the kids. I was having a hard time leaving the family behind. As much as I’d wanted to fight them being along on the last mission, their presence had been comforting.

I told myself that the sooner we returned, the sooner we could switch gears.

The lander touched the ground outside the city of Haven, though there were more structures out in this remote area now. It was so different from when Slate, Mary, Mae, and I had first arrived with Clare and Nick. Thinking back to that time made me feel my age. So much had happened.

“Boss, do you mind taking this?” Slate shoved a heavy pack at me, and I slung it over my shoulder. We wore our white Gatekeeper EVAs again, and headed from outside toward the portal room. Soon we were inside, and I pulled the Crystal Map from my pack, laying it beside the Modifier.

“This is it?” Magnus asked, pointing at the compact flexible device.

“It is.” I attached it to the portal table, and the other end to my tablet. The now-familiar portal map appeared, and I isolated the last five trips from the stones. Some of them were ours, and I glazed over them until I found one that fit the timeline of Polvertan and Dreb’s trip. They’d been trying to travel to Shimmal after their swearing in, each of them intended to be paired with an experienced Gatekeeper. Instead, the portal had sent them far away.

“Karo, do you feel anything out of the ordinary?” I asked the tall Theos, who’d stayed quiet for most of the morning.

He reached below the table and set a hand on the stone. It instantly reacted to the contact and brightened. “Nothing has changed. They are there. I fear not for long, though.”

“That’s what we thought. All the more reason to make this fast,” I said, receiving firm nods from the three men at my side.

I zoomed in on the destination portal world, and instantly knew I didn’t recognize it. This was another planet that didn’t have a symbol loaded into our database. I was hoping it was something we could research quickly before going.

“Here goes nothing,” Slate said as he activated the two tools we needed to safely make the trip. We’d brought more supplies than we thought we’d need. It was better to be prepared than surprised.

Magnus shot me a grim look and the portal crystal glowed hot. It flickered, and for a moment, I didn’t expect it to function.

Everything dissolved into nothingness. I floated there in my EVA, weightless in a pool of bright light. This had happened once before, when we’d traveled through a stone with Leonard, who’d been possessed by an Iskios. Only then, it was a brief pause in the journey with no light or dark, and this change made me fear we were trapped in limbo.

I took in my surroundings, unsure if what I was seeing was real or not. My hand stretched in front of my face, and I waved it across my eyes. It seemed real enough.

“Magnus! Slate!” I shouted into my earpiece, but there was no reply. “Can you hear me?”

Nothing.

I floated and tried to remain calm, which wasn’t as easy as one might think. I searched for signs of anything past the thick cloud of light, but there was nothing there.

It felt like hours by the time a dot appeared in the brilliance. By then, I’d tried unsuccessfully to swim away, to use the tiny thrusters in the space suit I wore to push me from my position, and had even attempted a nap.

My pulse quickened with each passing breath as the dot grew larger. It was a Gatekeeper! “Magnus, Slate!” I shouted, seeing the familiar uniform. I couldn’t make out the face quite yet.

No response.

The figure slowed about a hundred yards away, and I lifted an arm to wave, and the newcomer mirrored my movement. An odd sensation rolled through my spine, and I tested the theory, raising my other arm. The figure copied the gesture on a half-second delay.

“What is this?” I asked no one, if only to hear another voice.

“What is this?” my voice echoed into my earpiece.

“Wait. Was that you?” I asked the figure, and it started moving toward me again.

This time, it didn’t parrot my words. It stopped closer now, and I understood. It was me inside the EVA.

“Dean?” I asked it, knowing full well this was some other entity copying my image to communicate with me. Karo had done something similar when I’d first arrived at the Theos home world.

“It’s me,” my voice said in return.

I saw his eyes now, and they were mine, but older, sadder eyes. “Why are we here?”

He shook his head slowly. “We’ve always been here.”

If I was a cat, I’d have hissed at my doppelganger. “What does that mean?”

“Do you believe in something bigger than you? Vaster than the Iskios and the Theos?” Not-Dean asked, his voice a rough version of my own.

I shrugged. “Sure. I mean, this all came from somewhere, right? I’ve seen too much.”

“Good. Good.” Not-Dean moved a little closer, floating in the light. I could now see he was about twenty years older than me: crow’s feet around his eyes, gray in his hair and beard.

“What is this?” I asked again.

“This is the end.”

“That’s a little ominous. Care to elaborate?” I asked him.

“The portals are dying, Dean. But there is a way to keep everything going.”

“How?” I asked.

“You’ll see. But that’s not why we’re here,” Not-Dean said. He met my gaze, and I saw a tear fall onto his cheek, a single drop shiny against his matte skin.

“Then why?” I asked, almost breathless. I was afraid of what this version of me was about to say. Was this really me, from the future?

“In eighteen years, you will have to make a choice,” he said.

“Go on,” I prompted him.

“Don’t screw it up. You can’t save them all,” he said, his voice cracking.

Ice filled my veins. “What are you talking about? Why do you have to be so indirect? Just say it! Does this have something to do with Lom of Pleva returning?” That would fit the timeline.

His expression told me I was on the right path. “Don’t make the same mistake I did. Don’t let them die.” His voice was pleading, desperate, and he reached out a hand, and I stretched mine out. Our gloved hands failed to reach one another, and he floated away, at first slowly, then faster, as if being reeled in by an immense fishing rod. “Don’t let them die, Dean!”

And then he was gone, and there was only darkness once again.

____________

“Dean. Dean, are you okay?” a voice asked, and I was being shaken by the shoulders.

I blinked my eyes open and saw Slate above me, his face etched with worry behind his mask. “There you are,” he said, and relaxed, sinking to a seated position beside me. I glanced up, and there was Magnus, leaning over me from above.

“Gave us quite the scare there.” Magnus made his way to my other side, and the two of them each offered a hand, helping me to my feet.

“Did you guys see anything?” I asked.

Slate looked around the room and shook his head. “See anything like what?”

“White light? An older Dean Parker?”

Magnus laughed. “Wow, you must have hit your head in between worlds. We arrived here instantly, and you’ve been on the ground for five minutes staring into space like a zombie.”

So it hadn’t happened. Or maybe it had, in the blink of an eye within the portal. I had no way of knowing.

“What exactly did you see? An older you?” Slate asked.

I steadied myself on the portal and peered around the room we entered into. Our packs were on the floor, and I felt to make sure the pulse rifle was intact. The space was dark rock, and the only light inside the portal room was that from Magnus’ and Slate’s EVAs. I activated my lights too, and saw the dim glow of the symbols on the black stone walls fade to nothing.

“The stones aren’t going to last long,” Karo said from the far edge of the room. I’d forgotten he was even with us, he’d stayed so silent. He flipped his own lights on, revealing an exit. There was no door per se, only a carved-out opening in the black rock.

I ran a finger along the wall, finding it slightly damp. “Do we know if this is the right world?” I asked.

“Magnus checked when we arrived. The Crystal Map tells us we’re at the same planet Polvertan and Dreb were sent to,” Slate advised.

I pointed to Karo. “Have you ventured beyond the doorway yet?”

“No. We were waiting for you to wake up,” Magnus told me.

“I’m up. Let’s go.” I shook the image of the older Dean from my mind, trying to forget the words escaping his lips. It was impossible. As I stepped forward, the phrase repeated in my mind.

Don’t let them die, Dean!

Who did he mean? Was he talking about my wife and daughter? Was it any of the people around me now? I glanced at Slate, and he grinned at me. Magnus took the lead, and Karo behind him as we moved through the exit and outside.

Wind buffeted our suits, and Magnus raised a hand, silently telling us to hold our positions. He flipped his lights off, and we each did the same. I took in the landscape.

The ground was black rock for as far as the eye could see, and there was no sign of vegetation. A red star set in the distance, or perhaps it was rising. I didn’t have anything to base that on. It was large and angry-looking, but my suit’s readouts told me it was around twenty-five degrees Fahrenheit. A winter’s day in Ohio.

“There.” Slate pointed to a source of light a few miles away. Otherwise, the land was devoid of… anything.

“We search this area first. Sarlun told me they didn’t have their Gatekeeper IDs yet because they were picking them up on Shimmal.” I knew this was going to make the task all the more difficult. These were two missing persons we had to rescue. Our alliances were new and already only hanging on by goodwill, mostly between myself and the Empress in the Bhlat case. If we didn’t find Dreb, her hand-picked emissary, I didn’t know what she’d do.

The Empress was on Earth most of the time now, her home base at the Pyramids. She controlled the portal there, and I knew she could destroy everything we’d rebuilt on Earth in a handful of minutes. Even though I trusted her somewhat, it was imperative we did our part and located her subject.

“Let’s pair up.” Magnus was taking charge, and I was only too happy to let him lead. “Slate, you’re with Karo. Dean, stick with me.”

Slate didn’t look happy about it. I had a feeling he and Mary had an agreement that he’d protect me at all costs. It was the same deal I had with Slate to protect my family. At the end of the day, I would protect him with my own life too, and he knew it.

Magnus pulled a drone from his pack, and we watched as it hovered above, mapping the terrain leading toward the lights in the distance. Seconds later, we had a 3D map on our consoles.

“We’ll head this way, you go that way, and we’ll reconvene…” Magnus pushed a pin into a local map on his arm console. “Here. One hour. If there’s no sign of them or their camp, we’ll have to assume they headed for the light. Three months is a long time, and this land looks cold and unforgiving.”

Everyone agreed, and Magnus and I headed to the right. The ground was nothing but black rocks: some loose, but most were connected, like a sheer wall of slate. “Watch your step,” I told him after almost tripping on a rock.

“What happened back there? Really?” he asked, and I saw him adjust his mic so only I could hear. I did the same, leaving the receiver end open.

“I’m not sure. I could have been hallucinating or something. It was me. Twenty years older. I was warning myself to not let them die,” I admitted.

“Who?”

“I don’t know. Not-Dean wasn’t very forthcoming with his words. It has to do with Lom, I’m sure of it.”

Magnus used his flashlight, scanning the ground to the left of us. I did the same on the right side. “I wish there was a way to know what will happen in twenty years. Or eighteen, now.”

I cleared my throat, picturing Lom flailing as I shoved him through the time travel vortex. I had the device hidden away, and no one knew where it was. “We can’t worry about it now, can we?”

“I suppose not. We have bigger fish to fry at the moment. Like tracking these rookies,” Magnus said.

He was wearing a Gatekeeper uniform, but he wasn’t actually one of us. Sarlun wouldn’t mind, I knew that much. He’d been invited but always had other pressing matters: first running New Spero’s military arm, then taking over as captain of a Keppe exploratory vessel.

“I’m trying to imagine this being my first mission for the Gatekeepers,” I said, letting myself laugh at the thought.

“What did happen on your first trip?” he asked.

I laughed more now. “You really don’t want to know. It was… memorable.”

“Slate won’t talk about it,” Magnus said, which told me he’d asked around.

“And rightfully so. Neither will Mary,” I told him.

“Fine. But I’ll pull the story out of you one day. Over a bottle of Scotch,” Magnus said.

It was nice chatting with him, even if it was a walk on an alien world we knew nothing about. “Let’s just say it involves a nude swim… that’s all I’m saying.”

Magnus laughed. “Now I’m not sure I want to hear it.” I could tell he wanted to change the subject.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Are we sure Nat, Mary, and Ableen heading out after us is a great idea?” Magnus checked his map and redirected us a few degrees.

“What choice do we have? Mag, buddy, we married some strong, resourceful women. Do you think they’d let us tell them they can’t go?”

“No. They wouldn’t. I’ve spent so much time with Nat and the kids on Fortune that I hate the idea of splitting apart at all these days,” he told me.

I understood only too well. “I hear you. I think Mary and I have been apart more than together since we were married.”

The red star was indeed setting, and the entire rock world cloaked in darkness as the last speck moved beyond the horizon. Stars in unfamiliar constellations lit the way through the cloudless sky.

Magnus turned and stopped. “Were you serious?”

“About what?

“The ship. The first Alliance of Worlds vessel.”

“Why not? It would send a message that we’re serious about things, about the new relationships. The more we integrate among the other races out there, the less threatening humans are,” I said.

“And you think they’d be okay with a human captain?” he asked with a smile.

“I don’t see why not. If it works, we can make another, and another. Maybe a whole fleet eventually,” I said, dreaming big. “There’s so much out there to see, Mag, and not all of it is accessible through the portals. Plus, if we lose them, we’ll need other means of transportation. This could help trade, and so many other things.” The more I spoke about it, the more excited I became at the possibility.

“And you, do you want to lead the ship?” he asked, quieter now.

I almost laughed but held it in. “I don’t think I’m cut out for that kind of role. I do think Mary and I would be interested in joining you for the first while. Imagine how fun it would be to have the whole team around for a year or so. Clare, Nick, Suma, Rivo, maybe even Regnig. Everyone can be part of this.”

Magnus started forward again, waving his flashlight beam slowly over the rocky landscape. “Sounds like you’ve made up your mind. This is happening.”

“I guess it is,” I agreed.

“Good. Because I think our kids growing up beside each other is their destiny,” he said with a smirk.

“Agreed.”

Slate’s voice cut through. “Boss, we found signs of someone being here. A protein bar from Haven. But nothing else.”

I tapped the mic to all channels. “Then we reconvene at the rendezvous. See you two there soon.” I turned to Magnus. “Shall we?”

His eyes were focused on the dim lights in the distance. It could be a small city, but I knew one thing. It was our only lead.


Eleven

The hunter sniffed the air. It was full of amazing scents, unlike anything he’d ever come across. Here the land was more fruitful: crops grew lush from the ground, animals were penned in groups, making his feeding so simple. He moved from farm to farm, devouring one small animal from each, somehow finding his taste for what he now knew to be chickens and pigs lacking.

He’d tasted the best meat, and the shapeshifter wasn’t able to shake the euphoric high he felt when digesting a human. He smoothed his long brown hair and caught a glimpse of himself in a puddle of water. It had rained, and it continued to drizzle as he leaned over the pool, catching the sight of blue eyes and a slender female face staring back at him. She didn’t look like the other humans, and if he wanted to interact with them, to eat more, he had to fit in.

He needed to become her in order to consume and digest her body, so he could feed again.

The hunter spat out a feather and wiped his blood-drenched mouth with a dirty sleeve before standing up straight. It felt strange to walk on two legs, and he lumbered forward, each step eventually smoothing out as he went along the gravel road.

He’d been watching the farms and land, seeing who was home and who wasn’t. There were two houses that appeared empty, and he made his way to the first one. It had a garden out back, and if he was desperate for sustenance, he could feed like a bottom-dweller and eat some of it for the nutrients.

The rain descended again, and he shook his head like an animal, long hair flapping wetly around his head. He was too used to being in a human body. He wanted shelter, a roof and the warmth of a fire.

He stepped up the wooden deck in the rear of the house and pressed on the door handle. It was locked. He stepped away and kicked out with all his strength, shattering the wood along the jamb, and the door flew open. He grinned, a sadistic look on his female face, and stepped in, happy to be out of the incessant rain.

The hunter pressed the door shut, and the wind blew it open again. He saw a chair in the kitchen and grabbed it, shoving it in front of the door, and this kept it in place. He sighed and felt the bones of the chicken inside his stomach begin to dissolve.

He searched through the house, making sure there was no one inside, and he found it empty. Cold. There was a fireplace in the living room, and he used it. A short time later, he peeled off the wet clothes and sat naked on the floor, the flames licking high into the hearth. The heat was nice, and he rolled onto his side, seeing his distended stomach. He’d eaten his fill and would be good for a few days.

Eventually, the hunter rose and saw a framed picture on the mantel. The human brains he’d consumed told him this was likely the family that lived here. It was their nest. He held the picture in his hand and studied their faces. A man. A woman. A child. She was small, young, and her eyes were a bright glowing green. He’d never seen something like that before.

She must be special. The hunter imagined consuming the girl and becoming small like her, letting the parents take care of him. He could sleep and rest, and grow stronger.

Those green eyes drew him in, and he held the picture inches from his own eyes as he stared at them. Yes. He could smell her. The scent was all throughout the house. He sensed the power in her, and wondered if he’d gain that supremacy when he ate her flesh and digested her bones. He’d wait here. Wait for them to return, and when they did, he’d secretly end her and take her place.

The hunter felt good about it and settled to the floor. It didn’t take long for him to fall asleep. Even while sleeping, a smile spread across his face.

____________

“What do you think they’re like?” Karo asked.

Slate hefted his pack off his shoulders and set it on the ground. “It didn’t look so far from our perch by the portal.”

“I’m assuming you mean the people here?” I asked Karo.

“Yes. Are we potentially walking into a hostile situation?” Karo asked.

I considered all the worlds we’d entered this way, and most of them had been sparsely populated. It made me wonder how many planets were actually full of advanced civilizations like the Bhlat, Shimmali, or Keppe.

“We’re always potentially walking into hostile territory,” Magnus said, swinging his pulse rifle into his hands. We were a couple miles from the city, which we now thought might be a fortress of some sort. The lights weren’t spread out very far, but they appeared to be towers, with bright beams rotating around the rocky ground like search lights.

“Maybe they’re looking for us,” I said.

“Could be,” Magnus said. “I didn’t see any cameras set up at the portal, but that doesn’t mean they weren’t watching us with satellites or drones.”

“Speaking of which. What happened with the drone you sent off?” I asked Magnus.

“Stupid me. I was so caught up with our discussion, I forgot to check.” He lifted his arm, resting the barrel of his gun over his shoulder. “Looks like… it’s gone. The feed is gone.”

Slate stood behind him, peering over his other shoulder. “Go to the beginning. What happened to it?”

Magnus began to rewind the footage when the lights rose from our destination.

“Looks like we have company coming,” Karo advised.

“Four ships.” I grabbed my gun too. “Kind of hard to defend against an incoming enemy on foot. I hope they’re friendly.”

Slate was frowning. “I have a feeling we’re about to find out.” The lights moved for us now, and I shoved Magnus to the side as a red blast pulsed from the closest vessel.

“Everyone hide. Lights off!” Slate shouted, and we obeyed, flicking our EVA systems to dark. We scrambled away from the ships, which were hovering around us now. We each moved apart, not wanting to risk being fired at in a group.

“What do we do?” Karo asked quietly.

No one had time to answer. A bright light enveloped me, reminding me of the bright space Not-Dean had communicated with me through.

My body went weightless, and I scanned for the others, unable to see anything in the vastness of light.

“Slate! Magnus! Karo!” I received no answer as I floated, my pack left behind on the ground.

We were moving now, the ship carrying me in its tractor beam. It wasn’t long before it stopped and I was spat out, propelled violently from the beam onto the ground. I spun in the air before crashing to the ground, which, luckily, was grass-covered instead of rocky like the rest of the landscape we’d seen.

I tried to sit up, to defend myself, and saw that my gun was missing too. I cursed and rolled to the side as Karo’s tall form came tumbling from another ship. Slate was next, and we weren’t able to move in time. He crashed into us, and I was grateful for the EVA’s layers of protection. My ribs ached where his knee hit, and Slate lay on his front, groaning.

“You okay?” I asked him, and his helmet moved enough for me to know he was alive.

Karo was on his feet, fists clenched, ready to defend himself and us. I was right behind him, pushing myself up and feeling lightheaded as I did. My neck ached from the fall, and I feared the strain wouldn’t end there.

We were in a courtyard, beyond the walls we’d seen from two miles away, and I looked up to see one of the towers the lights had been cast out from. The barriers were tall, at least a hundred feet, and made of the same black rock as the ground beyond the fortress.

“I think we answered whether the locals were hostile or not,” Slate said, finally standing of his own volition. His lip was bleeding inside his helmet, and he shook his head as if trying to clear his foggy mind. That was never a good sign.

“What is this place?” I was trying to understand, then I saw the forms walking along the wall, and the guns. Drones hovered in the air around the courtyard, and I noticed the many outbuildings. It hit me, and I answered my own questions. “It’s a prison.”

Slate looked around and nodded. “It is. Damn it.”

Karo took a step ahead and gazed into the dark sky. “Where’s Magnus?”

He was right. The big Scandinavian hadn’t been tossed inside with us. I scanned for a ship, but none were visible. “Hopefully, he hid before they saw him,” I said.

Slate grimaced. “Or else, the worst might have happened.”

We were alone in the courtyard, and I scanned around, trying to see if there was any escape. I couldn’t find one, and even if there was a way to scale the walls, the guards up there would make quick work of us. “Does anyone have weapons on them?”

Karo patted his suit and shook his head. I didn’t either and told them so. Slate smiled and pulled a blade from his suit. “I have to hide this. They’re going to search us.” He knelt down and tore a chunk of grass out. We stood around him, blocking his silhouette from the wall’s view. Seconds later, the knife was gone from his grip and the patch of grass was flush with the ground. Slate stepped on it for good measure.

It was the perfect timing, because a door from one of the stone-carved buildings opened, and five beings rushed out, each with a slender harpoon-shaped gun in their hand. They spoke in rushed phrases, and the translator didn’t relay their words.

“I think they’re telling us to get on our knees, or raise our hands or something,” Slate said through clenched teeth.

I did both. They neared us, with weapons aimed steadily. They were short, only three feet tall, but I wasn’t about to equate that with capability. It was their home, and they were the ones with the guns pointed at us.

One of them took the lead, standing at the front of their group. It spoke again, this time slower, less threatening. The translator clicked in, and I glanced at my arm console to see the device attempting to calculate the dialect.

The being spoke again, and this time, I heard English words in my ear. It had found a language similar enough, and I knew the translator technology was already piecing it together. The leader tilted his head over to the others and said something else, his tone less hostile.

“Quite the collection we have now,” the translator said for the guard. He was wearing all black and appeared to be shielded in armor. I could only see the eyes, which were bulbous and red-veined behind a slit visor. Its head was too large for its skinny body, and I glanced down to see tiny hoofed feet balancing it out.

His words made me bristle. He called us part of their collection, and after seeing the Collector on the other side of the dimension where we’d found Magnus, I didn’t want to end up on display somewhere, frozen in time.

I flipped my speaker on and spoke, hoping the translator would function in their recently learned language. “Hello. I’m Dean Parker from Earth. I represent the Alliance of Worlds, and am part of a collective including the Keppe, Bhlat, Motrill, Molariuns, Shimmali… you get the point, I could go on for a while with this list.”

I waited on my knees while the words translated. Karo and Slate were in the same position as I was, and the Theos locked eyes with me, concern etched all over his face. I forced a smile at him, trying to convey that we’d be all right.

The leader heard me and spoke. “Those names mean nothing to us. Wait. Bhlat; that is what the large one called his people. Ulpo, am I mistaken?”

One of the others stepped forward, this one even shorter than the first. He was stockier too, almost round. “He is Bhlat, you are correct.”

Dreb was with them, and they were speaking in present tense about him too. That meant he was alive. “Can we see Dreb?” I asked, and their eyes flicked to meet my gaze. Ten bulging red eyes, behind black visors, all focused on me. I wanted to break the stare but wouldn’t let myself.

“You will see Dreb, and the other.” Then a sound that I could only assume was laughter.

Slate cleared his throat, and I saw that his hand was near the patch of grass where he’d hidden the knife. I thought about our odds and didn’t like them, so I shook my head. He nodded his understanding.

“Get up.” The lead alien gestured with his slim weapon, and we stood now as three guards came to stand behind us.

We followed two of them, with guns pressed against us, toward the far left corner of the courtyard. They were leading us to an entrance, and I had a sick moment where I feared if we went inside, we’d never see the sky again. With a last glance at the wall, I hoped Magnus was alive. He might have escaped before they lashed him into their beams. Stay strong. I willed the words to him, and was the first of our small group to enter the prison within the fortress.


Twelve

I sat in the corner of my cell, trying to modify myself so the hard rock floor didn’t cause as much discomfort. It didn’t matter what I did; it hurt after a few minutes. I scanned the room, hoping to notice something I’d missed over the first two days of isolation.

The initial night, I’d run my fingers over every inch of the walls, trying to feel for weakness, but found nothing. The energy barrier at the far end was impenetrable, and I decided there was no way out, at least not from inside the cell. Someone on the outside would have to release me.

I’d been transported to the end of a corridor, and was in the only cell in this wing. Were Karo and Slate okay? Were they as isolated as I was?

Our jailors were less than friendly with me. My suit had been removed, and I now sat in a dirty white jumpsuit, finding gratitude that my human lungs were able to breathe the musty air here. It wasn’t perfect, and I had to fight for the odd breath, but as long as we weren’t here long-term, I thought it would be fine. Long-term. Even after two days, I was beginning to doubt we’d ever be rescued.

Magnus had likely been killed, and no one would be able to track us through the portals. We had the devices, or at least our captors did now. I considered this and remembered that Magnus was the one who’d held on to the Modifier and Crystal Map after we arrived. There was hope, albeit a small chance. I clung to it as the day went on. Endless nothing transpired.

Finally, like the first day, one of the prison guards entered the hallway, his small hoofed feet clacking against the hard rock, warning me he was coming. He spoke to me, but without my translator, it meant nothing to my ears. He touched a screen outside the barrier, and a compact slot opened in it, framed by green energy. He slid an archaic tray inside, spilling half the food onto the floor.

This was my life now. I waited until he stopped staring at me and his footsteps had clopped away, and I forced myself to rise and scoop the food onto the tray. I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of watching me eat floor slop.

It was terrible, but I had to stay energized. There was a cup with gray liquid in it, and I tried not to think about what it might be. I closed my eyes and swallowed it quickly, feeling tiny chunks pass into my throat. I fought my gag reflex and drank it all.

When I was done, my belly finally stopped growling at me, and I crept to the edge of the room. I settled to the ground and tried to sleep.

Sometime later – maybe hours, because the tray had been cleared away – I heard a noise from behind me. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all fabricated from the same black stone this world had everywhere. Dust fell from several feet up the wall, and I peered into the newly-formed hole, seeing a pupil on the other side.

A voice spoke in a language I didn’t know. It was quiet and feminine.

“I’m sorry,” I said, speaking for the first time since I’d been thrown inside. “I don’t know what you said.” Another whisper. “I can’t understand you.”

“English?” she asked.

I was startled. “You speak English?”

“Yes. I have the ability to speak many languages,” she said.

“Who are you?” I asked. The voice modifiers weren’t that new, but I knew that English and other languages like Mandarin and Spanish had only recently been added to the software updates. I wondered about allowing something to be implanted in me that needed constant updating. But I was trapped in a terrible prison cell, so it probably didn’t matter.

“I am Loweck from Udoon,” she said.

“Udoon.” I pictured the strange four-legged locals, their heads not unlike those of hippopotami, and their flowing colorful clothing.

“And you’re from Earth, or one of the other human settlements?” she asked.

“Earth,” I said, adding, “originally. Kind of all over the place now.”

“You seem to know Udoon,” she said quietly. I had to strain to hear her voice.

“I’ve been there. To the Udoon station, at least,” I told her. That was where we’d caught the scared Kraski as he’d tried to meet Lom of Pleva with Karo in hand.

She made a noise. “Depravity, if you ask me. I know the locals love the station, but I never understood the point of a place where all one did was drink, gamble, or associate with illegal activity.”

“I see your point,” I told her. I needed to learn more about my surroundings. “How long have you been imprisoned?”

“Five of your years,” she told me.

“How did you end up here?” I asked. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. Aren’t we?”

“You’re correct. I was part of a team specializing in experimental ship drive technology. We were stranded after our core exploded and sent us to the far reaches. Our life support failed, and everyone died,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” I said. My body was pressed to the wall, and I leaned over, hovering near the hole that allowed us to communicate. “You made it, though.” It wasn’t a question.

There was a slight pause. “I did. I flew a pod to the surface. I saw the lights and continued to them on foot. They opened the doors to let me in, then shoved me in a cage.”

“Are you ever able to leave your cell?” I asked.

“Yes. They’re assessing you first. Trying to see if you’re a danger. If you play along, you should be able to walk about in a few rotations of their world,” Loweck told me. This was good news. Maybe I could see Slate and Karo again, perhaps find Polvertan and Dreb.

This woman might be a mole, though, and I had to keep some of my questions strategic, especially about my connection to the others. “Do they give you any indication that you’ll be released?”

Another pause, then Loweck spoke again. This time, her voice had a hint of sadness to it. “No. No one is released. At least, not as far as I can tell.”

“What do they do with the prisoners, then? Why are we here?” I asked, angry at the entire situation. My only objective was to secure my crew and head home to Mary and Jules. This had already taken too long, and I tried not to imagine how worked up Mary and Nat would be by our lack of communication. In another day or two, they’d be ready to single-handedly tear apart planets to find us.

“We work the rock. Six hours a day. Bashing stone with pickaxes,” she said.

Great. That was what I had to look forward to for the rest of my life. “How many prisoners are there?”

“I don’t know. We’re only one side of four. The workers are in shifts, and I see the same thirty faces every day. Other than that, I could only guess,” Loweck said.

“I’ll take a guess,” I told her.

“Two hundred. Maybe more.”

“And guards?” I hoped she wasn’t a mole, because this wouldn’t look good.

“Maybe twenty. There are usually four along the walls, and two watching the workers in the pit. But they have drones, and other means of keeping everyone in line,” she said.

I didn’t ask what that meant, not yet. I was about to bring up Pol and Dreb when she spoke again. “They’re coming. Fill the hole with something. Clothing, dirt, a small pebble.”

I scrambled around, searching for something to shove in the tiny opening, and found a piece of rock the right size. “Thank you, Loweck.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” she whispered.

“Why?”

“Because you’re going to help us escape.” The voice muffled as she covered her end, and I heard the guards barking at her from beyond. I stuck the stone in on my side and leaned against the wall, her last word echoing in my mind.

Escape.

____________

Three days passed by with the same routine. Terrible food. No discussions. No bed to sleep on. I was so glad at that moment that Jules and Mary weren’t here with us. I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself. They were safely on Haven, warm and protected. It was the only solace I found while lying on my back, staring at the black ceiling, counting grooves in the stone.

It was the worst. On the fourth day, after first talking with Loweck, someone different approached the cell. This local guard was shorter yet, but he moved with dignity, a sense of self-confidence the others didn’t relay. He tapped the barrier off, stepping inside. None of the others had done this. I stood straight up, ready to defend myself, though I kept my arms loose at my sides to not appear aggressive.

He was without a gun, but the little guard didn’t seem to care. He stomped over to me, reaching up to grab my jaw. I let him touch my face with his black-gloved hand, and he assessed me as if I were a show dog on display. It was unsettling.

I could end him there, I knew it, but I restrained myself. Killing this guard would only kill me, and with me, the others’ chance at escaping with Loweck’s help. I clenched my hands in fists as I thought about my daughter and Mary’s smile.

The guard turned his back to me and motioned me forward. I followed cautiously, past the lowered energy barrier and into the corridor. After nearly a week locked in the cell, it was strange being on the other side. I refused to glance over at it. I expected they’d return me here at some point.

“Where are we going?” I asked, my throat dry and rough.

He didn’t answer. We finally passed other cells that held all kinds of beings. How many of them had arrived through the portals? Why did this prison have a veritable zoo of aliens at their disposal? I wasn’t sure if I’d ever find out, but I hated this place with a fervor. A few of them peered up at me with sad eyes. They were beaten, hungry, and desperate.

I was led out of the cells and into an open room with twenty-foot ceilings, windows carved out of the roof, allowing natural light to seep through. This was the chow hall, for lack of a better term. Most of the people milling about were in black jumpsuits, and many were the local race. These ones didn’t have on masks and uniforms like the guards. They were pale and bald, their large eyes jutting from their heads like they were trying to escape their sockets. A few of them glanced up at me before returning to the brown piles of food on the trays in front of them.

The guard brought me to the line, and I understood he wanted me to eat. Once I had a tray in my hand, he left my side, heading for the door, where he paused and whispered at the one watching the dining room. And with that, I was now part of the general population of the prison.

There were twenty tables, each allowing for ten prisoners. I found the only one devoid of anyone and sat at the edge of it, my back to the wall so I could see everything in the room. Slate stumbled in. He looked like crap, his hair a mess, his beard sticking out at all angles. His red eyes met mine, and he gave me a slight nod. A few minutes later, he was bringing a tray to me, and he sat beside me, not across.

“Thank God you’re okay,” I told him.

“Me? I was worried about you. You’re too dainty for this kind of place,” Slate said, ever the joker.

“Have you seen Karo?”

He shook his head, scooping up some food with something resembling a spoon. At least they gave us utensils here. He was looking around grimly. “This is my first time out. You?”

“Same.” I told him about my encounter with Loweck in the cell behind mine.

“Can we trust her? I haven’t seen any other women here, have you?” he asked.

“I don’t know. These aliens could all be females,” I told him.

He took another spoonful and shuddered. “You’re right. What’s the plan?”

“The plan?”

“Yeah, how do we break out of here?”

“We haven’t seen outside yet. We have to do some recon first. Loweck mentioned escaping with us. I’ll need to explore that. She’s been held for five years. That means she has a much better lay of the land then we’ll ever have. We need her.” I tried the food and gagged at the taste. Maybe it was eating at a table with a spoon instead of my hands, but it did taste better than in the cell.

“What about this work detail? A pickaxe can make a good weapon,” Slate said.

“Sounds like they have the firepower to blast you on the spot. We’ll have to see,” I said.

“We might be given the chance sooner rather than later.” Slate nodded to the exit, where the prisoners were lining up.

“We need to find Karo. Loweck said there were other complexes connected. Other wings to the prison. If we don’t locate him here, we’re going to need to extract him,” I whispered.

Slate nodded his agreement and finished his tray of food. I ate as much as I could and washed it away with a glass of murky, tepid water.

We were the last ones seated, and a guard came behind us, kicking my chair. He motioned for me to stand with his harpoon-shaped gun.

“We’re up,” I told him, and my big friend and I followed the line outside. It was bright, everything with a red tinge to it, reminding me of New Spero.

The rock wall shimmered, and I saw that it was an energy barrier projection. I made a mental note of the location of the keypad, ten yards to the left of the opening. I did a quick count and saw there were indeed thirty of us, like Loweck had advised.

The guards lifted in the air, soft propulsion from thin packs harnessed to them.

We were led a mile, then two. I was sweating through my jumpsuit by the time we arrived at the pit. When Loweck had mentioned it, I was picturing a minor area, contained and guarded. This was massive. Steps were carved out of the hard black stone, and we advanced into the maw of the ground here. By the time we hit the bottom, my legs and calves were burning fiercely. It had to be three hundred steps underground. The guards were down there waiting for us, and one cut his jet pack inches above the ground and landed on the rock, kicking up a little dust.

“This is no joke,” Slate said, running a hand through his damp hair.

Above us, silent drones hovered as a reminder they were watching. There were only the two guards who came with us, each with weapons strapped to their backs, but not in their hands. They were complacent, and maybe that was a crack in the foundation we could exploit. Only time would tell.

The line began to spread out, these people knowing what their tasks were. One figure stood at the front, and she turned to us. She was a dark orange tone with wavy long hair, somehow not greasy. She lifted a hand at her side in a hidden greeting.

“I think we’ve met Loweck,” I said.

Slate’s voice was low. “She’s beautiful.”


Thirteen

We made the trek to the pit again, my fourth day in a row. This time, my legs didn’t burn as badly once we neared the bottom, and Slate and I escorted Loweck to the far edge of the fenced-off area.

“What do they do with all this rock?” I asked, searching for an answer.

Loweck shrugged. She was humanoid, though we’d never heard of the race she was part of. She was clearly not a local from Udoon. She’d told us her people were called Rescaps. Slate glanced over at her, and I shook my head. Leave it to Slate to remain solo for years after Denise betrayed him, then find someone he was interested in at a prison millions of light years from anything we knew.

It was as if the universe had a strange sense of humor.

“I know what they do with it,” Slate said.

“And?” I prompted him as he used a laser to cut into the stone. Apparently, it went on for a few miles of the planet’s surface, and everything around there was built with it. The prison had to be there for cheap labor. I wasn’t expecting a judge and jury any time soon.

“They throw it in a pile. Probably make a mountain to counter the crater the prisoners have made over the years. What else could they do with so many tons of rock?” Slate wiped sweat from his brow. It wasn’t warm out here, but the journey mixed with the endless labor was enough to make us perspire.

Once we were done, the moisture quickly cooled, and by the time we ended up within the high prison walls, I was shivering.

“They must have a reason, but I really don’t care what it is. Loweck, we can’t keep doing this forever. We need to find a way out,” I told her.

She lifted the visor she was using to protect her from rock chips jutting in her eyes, and met my gaze. “If you haven’t noticed, your friend has been watching us every day.”

My pulse hurried, and I searched for the man, trying to not be obvious about it. She hissed at me quietly, “He’s not there right now. He’s quite stealthy at avoiding detection.”

It had to be Magnus. So he’d eluded capture after all. That was a good sign. He’d also salvaged enough supplies to keep going, along with weapons. He had the option to leave through the portal and bring reinforcements, but with the volatility of the stones, I wasn’t sure he’d risk it.

We worked for another two hours, cutting away rock in even chunks, then transporting them with the aid of a robotic hover lift. It was strenuous, even with the advanced tools. It was far from the old mining days on Earth.

Everyone was lining up, ready to move, and the guards were lazily standing near the stairs, chatting to each other, when I heard the falling rock. It bounced along the walls before landing ten yards away from my feet. I jumped in reaction and set my sights to the ridge above. I thought I saw Magnus’ form for a brief moment before there was nothing. The drones were up in the air, focused on inside the pit, not the ground around it.

I crouched, as if I was tying my shoelace, and picked up the flat rock.

The others are in pit 3. Karo with them. Four days. End of shift. Be ready.

The words were engraved into the rock face, and I grabbed the cutter, slicing the evidence into pieces, then kicked the remains around.

The guards barked at me, and I set the tool onto the rocky floor.

“What is it?” Slate asked. He and Loweck had been talking, and neither even noticed the drop.

“Magnus sent a message. Four days. He said the others are working pit three.” I grinned at him.

“Four days. Then what?” Slate asked.

Loweck took the answer. Her orange skin darkened, and her bright blue eyes danced as she spoke. “Then we escape.”

____________

Waiting for another few days was excruciating. We kept our heads low, eating before and after our shifts before being relegated to our cells. Loweck and I talked each night, deciding how to disarm the guards. We agreed they would be tired and disinterested by the end of the workday, as they always were, and we’d be able to attack easily.

It was the night before Magnus’ planned extraction, and we were beat after the long shift. It had been warmer, and I really wished we were supplied more than a bucket of water to rinse off with after the pits each day. It was also disturbing washing off with the rest of the local prisoners staring at me. They were strange creatures.

“So how good is this friend of yours?” she asked through the secret hole between our walls.

“He’s the best. Military, captain of space vessels, husband and father.” I knew the last weren’t necessarily prerequisites to most people, but they would be to anyone with children.

“How will he deal with both pits at once?” she asked.

I didn’t know and told her so. “If it were me, I’d rescue us out first, then head to pit three as a unit. Are you ready if it comes to a fight?”

There was a slight pause before she answered, “I’m ready.”

“Good. I hope we can pull this off. Truth is, we’ve been in stickier situations than this one.” I had to laugh.

“And look at you now,” she said with a hint of mirth.

I glanced at my filthy uniform, my black rock-dust-covered hands, and shook my head. We were going to escape tomorrow, and with the two rookie Gatekeepers at our side. It was already decided; we only had to follow the steps. I told myself this a few times, fighting the doubt creeping into my mind. We were bringing them all home.

“What’s the deal with Slate?” she asked quietly.

I’d been waiting for this. I didn’t know how compatible the two races would be, but from everything I could tell, we were very similar. “He’s… complicated.”

“He doesn’t seem complicated,” she said.

It wasn’t my place to tell her his past. I couldn’t tell her about his brother being killed overseas long before the Event. About Slate signing up for the military with a head full of revenge, only to never find peace from it. He’d been by my side since we’d arrived at the base in New Mexico, and had traveled all around this great universe, helping me save people and saving himself in the process.

I definitely couldn’t tell her about the woman Slate considered his one love, the very same woman that was working for Lom of Pleva, and that I’d shot dead at point blank. I couldn’t tell her any of that, but I could tell her something. “He’s the finest man I know. He’s my brother, and he deserves the best.” I closed my eyes, thinking about how much we’d all been through.

“I can tell. I didn’t mean to pry,” she told me.

“Where will you go when this is all over?” I asked her.

“I don’t know. I don’t have a home to return to. My home was our ship, my family the crew. They’re all dead now. Perhaps…” She stopped.

I had a feeling where this was heading. “Go on.”

“Perhaps I can come with you. Live on this Haven you spoke of. Would they let someone like me live there?” she asked.

Someone like her? “Of course. Haven is a refuge for the unlikely and outsiders. It has been since Kareem of the Deltra started it. It may be turning into a regulated planet, but the heart of the place hasn’t changed. You’d be more welcome there than you can imagine,” I told her, and meant it. Leslie and Terrance were building something special.

It had only been ten days, but I was feeling the itch to resist authority. The sheer idea we might break free the next day had me vibrating with anticipation.

“Good. I’d like that,” she said, and we settled into silence. We closed the hole in the wall. It was late, and we had a lot of work to do tomorrow.

Tomorrow, we were escaping from prison.

____________

“Stop working so hard, Slate. You’re drawing their attention,” Loweck told him.

He had twice as many stone slabs piled near him as any other worker, and he was pouring sweat as he chipped away, beating out the frustration of captivity.

Slate wiped his brow and set a hand to his hip. “Sorry, I’ll slow down.”

The other prisoners were staring at him with bulging eyes.

“Nothing to see here,” I said to the ones nearest us, knowing full well they had no idea what I was saying.

It was almost time, and as expected, the guards were at their usual spot, feigning interest in what we were doing, but after who knows how many hours a year spent standing in the pits without altercation, they weren’t too worried about an uprising. That was going to be their demise.

We were a good distance from the prison here, but they had ships: the ones that had locked on to us and dragged us beyond the walls. I’d seen them on occasion, moving around the landscape on our trips to and from the pit, but only once had I seen the lights activated. I wondered if that was what they did. Search out for roaming people, only to force them into servitude. It was terrible.

“I hope Magnus has a plan. You know him, he’s a little ‘shoot first, deal with consequences later’,” Slate said.

“I thought that was you.” I chuckled nervously. It was almost time, and we had no idea what to expect.

The line began moving for the stairs, and the guards noticed us lingering in the pit.

“Come on, Magnus. If you’re doing something, do it now,” I said through gritted teeth.

“There. The light.” Loweck gestured above, where one of their square vessels lowered. The drones lifted out of the way, clearly programmed to defer to the alien-driven ships.

The beam cut from the bottom of it, shooting to the floor of the canyon we stood inside. The guards raised their guns, unsure of what was happening. They stared up into the sky and pointed at their own people’s ship as it entered the pit.

“That’s the plan! He’s going to beam us out!” It reminded me of the Kraski ships, and memories of every human being lifted from the surface of Earth rang through my mind. James being pulled from my house. I had to shake the feeling of dread. James was okay. He was on New Spero safely, with my expecting sister.

“Stay closer,” Loweck ordered, and we listened. The guards were coming for us, and I hoped the ship would arrive first.

One of them skidded to a stop twenty yards away and fired the slim gun. A blast shot toward us at the same moment Magnus’ ship ripped us from the ground. Seconds later, we were lifting from the pit’s floor. We moved quickly, and five minutes later, we were settled on the rock miles away.

The ship landed, and I saw it was smaller than I’d thought. A hatch opened on the top, much like a tank, and Magnus’ head popped up. “Quick, they’re going to be looking for us. Pile in,” he said, and Slate pushed Loweck up the side of the boxy ship. It was only ten feet tall, and she clambered up. There was a wet spot where she’d been, and I let Slate shove me up the ship’s edge. Magnus lowered his hand and Slate jumped, clasping arms with the other man.

A minute later, we were all inside the cramped space, and Magnus lifted the ship high into the sky, carrying us far away from the prison.

“Loweck, are you okay?” Slate asked, and I saw the blood leaking from her arm.

She nodded, but her blue eyes faded to gray as she slumped to the floor.
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We settled to the surface roughly a hundred miles away. The cockpit of the ship was the size of a small bedroom, screens and computers lined the walls, and a single seat close to the floor sat along the main controls. It was meant for the aliens, whose average height was three feet. Magnus hunched on the seat; his knees in proximity to his ears would have been a comical sight at any other time.

“Loweck.” Slate said her name again, but she was out. I lifted the injured arm, reaching for Magnus’ pack. There was a first-aid kit inside, and I grabbed it, searching for something to help.

Her arm wasn’t bleeding any longer. I threw on gloves and touched the blood pooling on the floor between the metal grates, and felt it between my fingers. It was viscous, smooth like oil.

“I don’t think this is blood,” I told Slate.

“What do you mean? She was shot,” he replied.

I showed him, and his brow furrowed.

“Where are we, Magnus? Will they come for us?” I asked.

He was standing now, ducking from hitting his head on an overhanging console. “No. I removed the tracking system and found a place at the edge of the rocks. They don’t seem to venture this far.”

“They might after what happened,” Slate said.

Magnus shrugged. “Maybe. Honestly, they’re not very tough. I kicked this one’s butt.”

“Where is he?” I asked. “The one who flew the ship?”

“Don’t ask,” Magnus said, answering my question indirectly. “Who is this?”

“Loweck. She’s with us,” Slate said defensively.

“Settle down, slugger, I was only asking. Why was a robot in prison?” Magnus asked, crouching beside us.

“Robot?” Slate’s eyes went wide, and it all became clear.

The fact that she was from Udoon, yet looked nothing like the Udoon race. Her ship had failed, and life support ran out. Her crew had died, but she hadn’t. She asked if they would let “someone like her” live on Haven. I felt foolish for not cluing in before.

Slate mopped his face with a hand. “Oh man. Story of my life.”

“Don’t tell me…” Magnus started, and I shot him a look, shutting him up mid-sentence. He cleared his throat. “Let’s get out of here. Come on.”

It was dark out by the time we settled into the camp Magnus had been living at for the last while.

“How did you visit us without being detected?” I asked, glancing over at Loweck. She was lying on the ground, and the liquid had stopped flowing from her injury. She made a few whirring noises, but her eyes remained gray.

Slate was eating something and pouting. There was grass here, but not much else. The ship was concealed under a sheet of the same material we used to cloak our ships. Magnus was pulling out all the stops here. That explained how he’d come and gone with ease.

“Like I said, these guys are pretty dumb, and the cloaking stuff helped. But they do seem to have some serious commerce going on here. There were some large transport vessels lowering through the atmosphere, so I had to check it out. It looks like they’re selling the stone slabs to outsiders. The whole operation is happening about a hundred miles from the other side of the prison.” Magnus fumbled through his pack and pulled out a bottle of Scotch.

“Are you kidding me?” I asked, rolling my eyes at him.

“Could you imagine if I was stuck here alone for ten days without it?” Magnus asked, and I had to laugh. Even Slate cracked a grin.

“That’s a new one, Mag.” Slate kept eating, but he was warming up a bit.

Magnus unscrewed the cap, and I was actually surprised to see it was unopened. When he saw my expression, he laughed. “You don’t think I brought just the one bottle, do you?”

That had us all in stitches, and it felt good. He took a swig and passed it to Slate. “Here you go, pup. Sorry your girlfriend’s a bot.” The words, while a little harsh, were sincere.

“All good. I hope she’s okay. She wouldn’t have been hurt if it wasn’t for us,” Slate said.

“She’d also still be trapped at the prison,” I told him, and he nodded slowly as he passed the bottle to me.

I held it in my hands and turned the label to face me. “You can’t be serious.”

Magnus smirked. “The very same.”

I couldn’t believe it. “You kept bottles from the liquor store we visited the day you bartered for Nat’s engagement ring?”

“I do. There may be one or two safely at home.”

I lifted it to my lips and drank. I wasn’t much of a Scotch man, but after being in prison for the last ten days, it tasted like liquid gold.

“You, my friend, are a nutcase.” I passed it over to him and changed the subject. “What’s the plan? We have to figure this out.”

“They may be on the defensive after what we did today,” Magnus said. “I was thinking of waiting it out a few days before striking. They may think we left.”

I considered this, but hated leaving Karo and the others there any longer than we had to.

“I can help.” The voice startled us all, and Magnus almost dropped his bottle to the grass.

“Loweck,” Slate said, moving to her side. She sat up.

“I guess you know now,” she said.

“That you’re robotic?” Slate asked.

“I’m a cyborg. Not quite organic, not quite robot,” she explained.

“Were you made this way?” Magnus asked.

She accepted Slate’s assistance up, and he unfolded another seat for her. “My city was invaded. They destroyed everything. I was left alive, but barely. Someone happened up on me after they left, stripping us of everything valuable. I was saved, but at a price,” she said, head lowered, looking at the soft light of the lantern.

“I’m sorry.” It was all Slate could say, and he wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. “Are you okay now?” He nodded to her arm.

“I’m fine. This arm is mechanical.” She used her other hand to knock on it. “This one isn’t.” She smiled. “I have to power off to fix any major issues, but there are essentially small nanobots inside me that attend to any issues. It has its benefits.”

“No kidding,” I said. “You told us you could help save our friends. How?”

She explained, and we huddled around, listening until late into the night. By the time we were ready to sleep for the night, we had our plan.

The star rose over the horizon, and my eyes blinked open. Slate was already up, packing things away, and I glanced over to see Magnus’ chest rising and falling slowly. Loweck was standing on the edge of the grass patch staring toward the prison, which wasn’t visible from this distance.

“You good, boss?” Slate asked me as I rose to my feet. My neck hurt, and the lack of food and water as well as good sleep was catching up to me.

I stretched my arms out, feeling my spine pop. “As good as I can be. I’ll be better when we’re getting the hell off this rock-covered world.”

“Me too.”

“Do we have enough firepower for this?” I asked him.

“Probably not, but when has that ever stopped us before?” he said with a grin.

He was right, but these little prison guards didn’t seem like the type you could negotiate with.

We had a quick meal and, an hour later, we were inside the ship again. Magnus attached the cloaking sheet across it, connecting it to the outer sides. We knew it wouldn’t hide us fully, but if the others were outside in pit three, we’d have a good shot of rescuing them. If they weren’t, it was on to plan B.

The trip didn’t take very long as Magnus moved us over the great shield of bleak black rock.

“Two pulse rifles, a pistol, and…” He held up some tool we’d found inside the ship. “Whatever this is.”

“I’ll take the pistol,” I said, knowing the other two preferred the rifles. They were also better marksmen than I was.

“Maybe Loweck should stay in the ship. You know, our getaway driver,” Slate said.

“I don’t think so. I’ll be more help out there,” she said confidently. Her long hair was pulled into a ponytail, and she appeared ready to go. Her orange-tinged skin was flushed, like a blistering sunburn.

I stood beside Magnus, watching the live camera feeds from below the square ship. We were nearing the prison, and we moved over pit four, heading for three. Inside it, thirty prisoners went through the never-ending cutting of stone, stacking the slabs only to mine more. I felt bad for them, having experienced a few days of the hard work and monotony. I couldn’t imagine a lifetime of it.

“Everyone ready?” Magnus asked, and when we all shouted our answer, he lowered toward pit three. It was empty. “I had a feeling,” he said, raising us up.

“We have company,” I said, pointing to the main viewer to my left. “Drones. Five of them.”

The ship shook lightly as the drones attacked. Their shots were feeble, but with enough of them, they’d be able to take us on.

“Plan B,” Magnus said, moving us faster now, this time toward the prison as we’d discussed.

Drone fire shot out, but with our cloaking device, they were having a hard time tracking us, especially with Magnus’ erratic flying.

We were tossed around inside the compact ship, and Slate caught Loweck as she tumbled across the floor.

“Will you ease up a bit?” I urged Magnus.

“Hold on to your hats.” The warning came too late, and he drove the ship toward the prison. My feet lifted, hovering me inches over the floor. I tasted my stomach as we lurched, and soon we settled into a straight line. “You know the drill. Go go go!”

I opened the hatch, and Slate shoved me up; the rope was clasped to my belt, and I jumped. The sky was gray, and a few drones blasted toward me, hitting the roof instead. “You’re making this easier on me,” I said to the drones. Slate was at my side a second later, then Loweck. Magnus must have changed his mind about coming with us, because he lifted away as soon as we’d detached our tethers, leaving us alone on the prison roof.

We watched as the drones duplicated Magnus’ actions, chasing after him. “Okay. We know Karo, Polvertan, and Dreb are in this building. We find them. We extract them into the courtyard as planned. Magnus will find us.” I took the lead, but before I finished my quick speech, Loweck was placing the explosives on the stone roof.

Slate and I stepped into the shadows, hearing guards shouting from the ground. They couldn’t see us, but it sounded like they knew we were there. “I hope these bombs have enough kick. Magnus sure came prepared,” Slate said, and as Loweck neared us, she pressed the detonator. The entire roof shook, sending us off our feet. When the dust settled, a hole the size of a bathtub had been blasted into the rock.

“Looks good to me,” I said. If each of the four quadrants of the prison followed the same footprint, we’d be blown above their kitchen storage. The guards were rarely inside there, since the prisoners did all the food preparation. Slate grabbed my arm, and I climbed through the hole, wishing I had armor on, or at least more than my dirty old jumpsuit. He let go and I dropped the last seven feet, bending my knees to absorb the landing.

He was beside me in a second, and Loweck jumped, landing softly and impressively without assistance. Apparently, there were advantages to being a cyborg.

One of the local prisoners stood there, five feet from us, his eyes close to popping out of his head. He blinked, eyelids slowly arcing over his pupils.

Loweck said something in their language and he raised his hands, crouching to the ground. She said something else, and the prisoner pointed out the door, and then right. He gibbered something I couldn’t understand.

“The layout is a mirror of ours. They’re detained in the cells. He says they weren’t sent to the pits today because of what happened yesterday,” Loweck said.

Pit four remained in operation, but I was willing to bet it had far more security than two lazy guards. That might mean there were fewer guards stationed here at the prison today. Things were looking up.

We ran, Loweck in the lead. Slate struggled to keep up with her, and I took the rear. The pulse pistol was tight in my grip, and when I felt more than heard the volley of fire from the harpoon lasers, I ducked, rolling through an open doorway. When the shooting dissipated, I could hear their slow footsteps from the hall. Slate and Loweck hadn’t stopped, and I hoped they were already at the cells.

The shadow of a prison guard entered the dim room, and I didn’t hesitate. I fired, hitting him squarely in the chest. The other returned fire at me, and I stayed low, aiming at his legs. I hit, and he buckled. They were writhing in pain, and I crept over to them, peeking out the door to make sure more weren’t hiding there. When I saw the coast was clear, I kicked away their guns, and flicked my pistol to stun.

“You don’t deserve this.” I fired once, twice, and they both went limp.

I heard more fire from the direction of the prison cells, and I ran, tapping my earpiece. “Magnus, you okay?”

He screamed, an exasperated cheer. “These little dorks don’t know who they’re messing with. I’ve managed to confuse and crash most of the drones. You have the targets?”

“Not yet. Working on it.” I moved slowly, keeping close to the wall. I turned the corner in the hall and saw the solitary guard creeping up behind Slate. Before I could aim and fire, Loweck shoved Slate to the side and kicked out, knocking the harpoon gun from the alien’s tentative grip. She kicked again, this time a sweeping roundhouse, and he spun to the ground, unmoving.

I didn’t want to fight with her and was happy to have her on our team. “Karo!” Slate shouted. “Pol! Dreb!” A few aliens in cells shouted, and over the sudden influx of voices, I heard a familiar one.

“I’m here! I’m here!” Karo’s voice carried to me loudly.

I ran past Slate and Loweck, and saw the Theos standing behind the energy barrier. He looked terrible. His thick white hair was long and lanky, greasy. He was thin, like he hadn’t eaten in weeks, and I wondered how bad I must appear to him.

“We’re taking you out,” I told him, and Loweck was there. She typed something into the control panel, and it flashed red. She tried again, swearing in another language, before it repeated the red notification.

“Damn it. This should do the trick.” Her finger pointed toward it, and a tiny rod extended toward the panel. It stuck inside, and I saw a blue current course from her hand into the controls. The red light turned green before smoke rose from the device, and the barrier dissolved. Karo stumbled out, and I gripped his arm.

“Where are the others?” I asked, and he pointed down the hall to the left.

A dozen guards stood between us and our Gatekeeper friends.
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Loweck didn’t wait for us to make a plan. She held a pulse rifle, the one she’d taken instead of Magnus, and fired a succession of quick shots at the ground. Two hit the walls; one hit the ceiling, where rocks crumbled around them. What it did was send the guards scattering, unsure where the next shot would end up.

Slate was right behind her, and I stayed with Karo, keeping watch. Two guards made it past Slate and Loweck and ran toward us. Slate shouted to me, and I fired at the lead one, striking him in the facemask. Slate intercepted the other and quickly returned to firing at the ones in front of him.

Seconds later, the halls were quiet, even from the stunned prisoners. Loweck kicked a prison guard’s head and waved us forward. I noticed Slate watching her with impressed eyes.

Karo moved with more speed than I expected, and he grabbed a gun from one of the dead guard’s sides. “This way.” He led us past three more cells, and there he was: Polvertan, the Motrill prince. He stared at us with disbelief.

“You’re really here. When Karo told me…” Pol stopped. He was a tall Motrill, thinner than a Keppe, although much larger than a human. His gray armored skin was bulkier than I remembered it, but his waist was thinner. Three months in this hellish prison would do that to anyone. It was the combination of unrelenting work and an absence of calories. His snake eyes blinked at me.

“Where’s Dreb?” Slate asked.

“I’m here,” his low voice said from across the corridor. Loweck was already at work on Pol’s energy barrier when alarms rang out through the prison.

“Took them long enough,” I muttered. There were at least ten or so dead guards. With the alarms notifying the rest, I expected we’d have company very shortly. “We have to hurry.”

Pol’s barrier evaporated, and our new cyborg friend set to work on Dreb’s control panel. He shuffled from foot to foot. He was wide, a real Bhlat guard. His hair was long; thick dreadlocks swung side to side as he moved. The Empress had claimed him as her own, and what that exactly meant, I wasn’t sure. Either way, I knew I needed to bring him home or suffer her wrath.

His barrier disappeared, and he let loose a warrior’s challenge to any enemies listening. The sound was like the roar of an angry bear, and I stepped away from him as he reached for a dead guard’s gun.

“Everyone’s here. Let’s move outside to the extraction point,” I shouted. The other prisoners were all yelling now, desperate for our attention.

“Where’s the main control room?” I asked, a new idea forming. If I could let all the prisoners out, they’d take the target away from us, giving enough time for Magnus to swoop in.

Pol answered, “I saw a building out in the courtyard. It was guarded by two of them, and not the usual dummies you see every day. These ones were watchful. Bigger guns,” he told us.

“That has to be it. Everyone to the courtyard. I’ll locate the control room,” I said.

We rushed through the corridors, finding another three guards. Dreb and Loweck were at the front of the line, and they dispatched them quickly, nearly fighting over who would take the last guard on. In the end, they each shot him. A fair bargain.

The outside air felt cool as we emerged from inside the prison. Alarms rang out here too, red lights flashing along the huge stone walls. A bullet hit the side of the rock behind me, and I glanced up to see the guards atop the wall in the towers.

“Magnus? Can you take out the tower nearest us?” I asked into my mic.

“On it,” came the reply.

“When that tower is hit, you all regroup into the center of the courtyard,” I said, and ran for the building Pol had spoken of. No one tried to stop me, and I was glad for it. The usual guards were vacant, and I found the eight-foot-tall door unlocked.

It was quiet inside, save the whirring electrical motors and cooling fans of the immense computer system the room held. I stayed close to the door, sliding my back along the wall. I fully expected someone to be here; perhaps not a warrior, but someone familiar with complex systems that would control the lights, power, and utilities of the prison.

In the end, the room was empty. I slid another of Magnus’ special explosive devices from my pack and placed it in the middle of the room. Everything told me the largest piece, with the most blinking lights, was the key to overthrowing the prison. I hoped I was right as I stuck the device on it and ran for the door. Right before I pressed the detonator, a guard stepped into the building, pointing a harpoon gun in my direction.

“Do you know where the little boy’s room is?” I asked him, trying to look as innocent and lost as possible.

He stood up, a full three and a half feet, and tipped his visor, covering his bulging eyeballs. In the moment he took to look flabbergasted, I had my pistol in my hand. I shot at him, running toward the guard, at the same time pressing the detonator. The bomb exploded, throwing me and the guard out into the courtyard. Another second or two slower, and I would have been torn apart.

Magnus was shouting into my earpiece, but the explosion had sent my ears ringing fiercely.

The guard was up, and he kicked me in the ribs, surprisingly hard for such a small foot. He struck again, and his gaze scanned for his dropped gun. I took the blows.

Magnus was across the way, using the square ship’s beam to pluck my friends from the courtyard. The tower was in shambles, rock spread out like an avalanche around everyone.

The alarms were ringing endlessly, adding to the noise in my head, and as Magnus lifted them away, I reached out, grabbing the guard by the leg. I pulled him towards me and punched him in the visor, bending the slots. I hit him again, and he went limp, my hand aching.

More guards were pouring from the outside walls. They’d arrived from the pits. These ones had the jet packs, and I formed an idea.

“Over here, you scum!” I grabbed my pistol and fired at the group of half a dozen or so. I struck one and felt one of their bullets slice into my thigh as I dropped another two guards. My leg burned, but I pushed the pain away. If I was going to live another day, to see my wife and daughter again, I needed to forget the injury. It wasn’t even there.

I ran behind a large chunk of rock that had fallen from Magnus’ attack on the tower, and felt a half dozen shots hit the stone from the other side. I crawled along the ground, dragging my injured leg, and fired at the remaining three guards. I hit two: one a death shot, the other grazed a leg, but he dropped his weapon. I shot again, hitting his chest.

I had to steal one of their jet packs.

“Over here!” I yelled, trying to coax the last standing guard to come to me. I pressed myself against the rock, and finally, the ringing in my ears subsided.

“Dean! We’re coming for you,” Magnus said, and I forced a smirk.

“I’ll meet you in the sky,” I said, pushing to my feet. I fired the pistol, but nothing came out. It was spent. I guess it needed some Inlorian coil cores, because the charge hadn’t lasted very long.

The guard arrived, grinning at me. He lifted his visor, displaying strained red eyes. I peered to the ground, seeing the grass patch Slate had tucked his knife under when we first arrived. The guard fired, and I rolled, my hand pressing under the earth. I felt the cold steel of the blade and pulled it out, throwing it at the guard with every ounce of balance I could. It struck him in the center of the forehead, and he dropped.

With great effort, I stood up on my leg again, which was bleeding profusely at this point. “Almost done, almost done,” I kept saying as I rolled the guard over, removing the jet pack from his shoulders. I strapped it on myself and fumbled with the controls. I’d used something like this before, but usually in space, where the rules of gravity didn’t hinder me.

I lifted slowly, tilting too far forward. I tried again, only to find that I was angling too far sideways. I wondered if I was too heavy for the device, since the guards were all so small. I was two feet off the ground when more guards arrived. They searched around, trying to understand the destruction and dead bodies in the courtyard. Then they spotted me.

I wasn’t even armed and felt the cold clutches of death coming closer. I fought the controls and lifted higher, and just as the guards took aim at me, prisoners rushed from inside the walls. My explosives had done their job. The prison cell’s energy walls had failed, and the courtyard now flooded with angry inmates. They rushed the guards, taking the ten or so down in seconds. They cheered me as I slowly rose from the ground.

I waved at them as Magnus arrived, his tractor beam aiming for me.

“I’m in the air,” I told him through the earpiece.

“Of course you are,” he said with a laugh. Seconds later, he had me nabbed, and we lifted high into the sky, safe from the prison.

____________

Smoke poured from the prison as we moved toward the portals. “What about the factories?” I asked, wishing we could affect the little buggy-eyed aliens even more. They were horrible people, imprisoning innocents for free labor. Loweck stared at the prison. She’d spent five years there. I couldn’t imagine what she was feeling right now.

Slate put an arm around her and pulled her close. “Let’s get out of here. Head for Haven,” he said.

Pol and Dreb stayed close: new best friends, from the look of it.

My leg was wrapped up, and already I felt the skin healing. I didn’t talk about it much, but I consistently healed faster than the average human, ever since Mae had transfused her blood into me after I’d been shot on a Kraski cube ship. Magnus had brought a medkit and the pain-dulling shot was working its magic too. I hobbled toward the portal stone and set the Modifier on the table.

“It’s time to go home,” I said, and Pol smiled widely. Even Dreb managed a grin, and he clapped Pol’s back.

“Looks like you owe me a drink,” Dreb told the prince.

“Why?” I asked.

“I bet him you guys would come for us,” Dreb said.

I was honestly a little hurt. “Pol, you didn’t think we’d come?”

“It had been a month already. I was in a bad place,” Pol said. He didn’t even look like the same man we’d found in Fontem’s collection, searching for the time-travel device.

“Fair enough, but you’re one of us now. A Gatekeeper. We don’t leave our own behind. Ever,” I told him, and he nodded with resolve.

“What a start,” Pol said. “What about the rest of our missing people? We want to help,” he said.

“Spoken like a true Gatekeeper,” Slate told them, and I pressed the icon for Haven.


Sixteen

“You didn’t see anyone on the portal trip to Haven?” Mary asked. We were side-by-side on the couch in our penthouse, and Jules was fast asleep after running me ragged for hours after I returned home. I didn’t mind spending time with my daughter. She’d almost been as worried about me as her mother had.

“No. What do you think it means?” I drank my cup of coffee and kept it cradled in my hands. I’d told her about the other version of me, the older one who’d warned me of things to come.

Don’t let them die, Dean! My own voice echoed in my head, and I tried to shake the bad energy off.

“I think it might have been your own subconscious. Do you think you really time-traveled and spoke to yourself through a portal transition?” Mary asked. She wasn’t judging, only asking, and I knew I was in a safe place beside her.

“It might have been. It looked like me. It felt like something I’d do.” I laughed at my own comment.

“It does sound like you. Save who, though?” Mary’s eyes told me she knew.

“I think it involves you or Jules, or someone else very close to me. That’s what Not-Dean told me.” I took another sip of coffee. After ten or so days without it, the hot beverage was even better than I remembered it. It was also going to keep me up all night.

“I don’t like you calling him that,” she said.

“What? Not-Dean?” I asked.

“Exactly. It’s creepy.”

“So should I call him Old Dean, then?” I laughed again, and she slapped my arm.

“This is serious. If he… you… made it through the portal to talk to yourself, maybe the portals don’t end up dying out,” she said.

“I hadn’t thought of it like that. Who knows? I’m beat. Do you think we could change the subject?” I set my cup onto the table, and she leaned into me. I accommodated, wrapping my arms around her as she relaxed. I kissed the top of her head. She smelled like home.

“I’m just glad to see you. We were so worried about you guys. Ableen was a wreck. She just met Karo and then he was gone. It’s clear how she feels about him,” Mary told me.

I lifted my eyebrows. “Is that so?”

“It is.”

“You know Loweck?”

“The orange woman Slate couldn’t stop praising?” It was obvious Mary knew what I was going to say.

“Slate’s in love with her. At least, I think he is. Also…” I paused for dramatic effect.

“Go on.”

“She’s a cyborg,” I finished.

Mary didn’t reply for a second. “A cyborg? What is that, exactly?”

“Part Rescap, that’s her race name, and part robot. Her story is amazing.” I told Mary about her village being invaded, and how she was found and repaired. Years later, her ship from Udoon was debilitated outside the prison world, and she was the last of her organic crew to survive.

“She’s been through a lot. I hope we can give her some peace at Haven.” Mary always had a huge heart, and I pulled her in a little tighter as we lay there on the couch.

“She can also kick some serious butt. It was like watching Bruce Lee beat up three-foot-tall ugly aliens,” I told her.

“Another reason for Slate to like her. You think he’ll do anything about it?” she asked.

“Who knows with that guy? I think it’s time. But a cyborg? I’ll talk to him,” I said.

“What’s tomorrow? We bring you to New Spero with the kids, then head out on our trip to the next two missing Gatekeepers?” Mary asked.

I hated the idea of them leaving us behind and heading into danger.

“Can you and Nat do me a favor?” I asked.

Mary spun around slowly, looking up at me from my chest. “Depends on what you’re asking.”

“Can you bring Dreb and Pol with you? Or at least Dreb?” I didn’t know if this would go over well. “They want to help.”

“They can help by learning from you. Plus, all they managed to do was get captured by the prison guards and thrown behind bars,” she said, implying the two rookies would be more in the way than helpful.

“If you recall, Mary Lafontaine-Parker,” I started, and used her old last name hyphenated in there for emphasis, “Slate and I were also captured and thrown into cells.”

“That doesn’t help your cause. You’re basically saying that you’re all ineffective.” Mary was prodding me, but in a playful way.

I nodded and smirked at her. “True. Good thing we had Magnus with us… and…” I had an idea, and hoped Mary would run with it.

“I know that look. I can literally see the cogs spinning behind those eyes of yours, Dean,” she told me.

“Take Loweck with you.”

“Dean…”

“Hear me out. She’s a woman, and if you’re doing this No-Men-Allowed club, she fits the criteria. Honestly, I’ll feel better knowing she’s there with you three. Magnus will too,” I admitted.

“What about Slate?”

“He can wait until you return to ask her out on a date. He’s waited this long, what’s another day or two?” I asked.

“And if it’s longer? What if something happens?” she asked, her face turned serious.

“Then we’ll come for you.” I kissed her on the forehead, and she relaxed into me again.

“I know.”

“Then it’s settled? Loweck goes with you?” I asked.

“Fine. As long as the others accept her, and she wants to come. We can’t force her to do this. Plus, she’s only been free from prison like, a day.”

“Technically two.”

Mary didn’t take the bait. We lay there for another hour, talking about the little things that meant so much to us. It was the best time I’d had in a while.

____________

The trip to New Spero had been uneventful, and as discussed, Loweck was heading out with Natalia, Mary, and Ableen for the rescue of Bee and Da-Narp from the Oryan system. Ableen didn’t sense the same disturbance as before when we used the portal, but she also said it was almost as if the Theos inside weren’t there. She felt none of their energy or attention. It didn’t feel like a good sign.

“You know how to use the Crystal Map and Modifier, right?” I asked from outside the caves at Terran Five. “I wish we’d held on to the other end of the communicator.” It had been lost when our belongings were confiscated at the prison, along with our custom EVAs. Good thing we’d had the common sense to have alternates made.

“Me too. We need to check with Clare on a few priorities. Communication across millions of light years is something we desperately need these days,” Mary said.

The four women appeared ready for battle in their EVAs. They carried pulse rifles and supplies for three weeks’ survival with them. Loweck and Slate chatted for a moment to the side, and Jules was standing beside her mother.

“I want go,” she said, sticking her lower lip out in a classic pout.

I scooped her up and stood beside Mary. “Mommy will be right back. And you get to stay with Daddy,” I told her.

Jules’ eyes were welling up with tears. “But Papa go and no come back.”

“Honey, I’m here now. And Mommy will be home soon,” I said.

Magnus and the kids were seeing Nat off, and soon the women were all gathered. Karo reached out and grabbed Ableen’s hand. “Be careful.”

“I will,” she told him, and with that, they were off.

We watched them as they entered the caves, and Jules let out a whimper. I stroked her hair and knew what would spruce her up. “Let’s pick up Maggie, and then we can go home. Do you want to see your doggie?”

She squealed that she did, and I told the guys I’d meet them at Terran One.

My trip to Isabelle’s was uneventful, and when we arrived, my sister greeted us. Maggie was thrilled to see me and Jules, and she wiggled around like only a cocker spaniel could.

“You were gone longer than we thought,” Isabelle said, without a hint of scolding.

“I’m sorry, sis. Was Maggie good?” I glanced at Isabelle and couldn’t believe how far along her pregnancy was.

“She was fine. Have you spoken to Leonard yet?” she asked, and I saw the worry in her face.

“No. Why?”

“The killer seems to have moved on. He’s in Terran One. There have been at least five people missing since the lander was taken. This is bad, Dean,” she told me.

Terran One. I hated the idea of a killer on the loose near my home. I forced a smile. “We’ll figure it out. I’ll talk to Leonard and see what they’re doing to catch this guy.”

I thought of the footage of Soloma the Gatekeeper waltzing through our portal from a few months ago. I needed to find out if he was ever located. In my head, the two distinctly different issues were possibly related, or he’d also been murdered by the killer.

We talked for a few minutes longer over a cup of coffee, and Jules and I left with Maggie in tow. She was only too happy to be heading home, and so was I. If Mary had been with us, it would have been better. They swore they’d return after rescuing Bee and Da-Narp, leaving only one group of Gatekeepers left stranded. We’d bring them home too, then I’d have to settle my deal with Ableen. We’d find a way to release the Theos from their commitment.

As I lowered the lander toward our home in Terran One, I thought about Not-Dean’s words about the portals. “The portals are dying, Dean. But there is a way to keep everything going.”

Perhaps it would come clear soon enough, but I wasn’t so sure. Tonight, we planned on hanging out. The kids could watch a movie, and Karo, Slate, and Magnus could come over and eat a steak at my house. I’d invite Leonard too. As much as I didn’t want to think about work, or portals, or killers on the loose, I knew it was inevitable. It was my destiny.

We settled to the ground, and I instantly knew something was wrong.

____________

The hunter had been well-fed over the last few weeks. His nest was perfect, but he knew he’d have to clean it up. The owners would eventually show up, and then he’d be able to take the young girl. He’d consume her flesh and embody her. Yes. Those green eyes. He stared at the picture in the frame every day and didn’t know why he sought her vessel.

She was small, weak, but he sensed the power behind her. She was different. Special. He scratched at his beard. His latest kill was tall, broad-shouldered. He’d been working at a construction site two miles away; building a barn, from the looks of it. The man hadn’t expected the hunter to kill. He now used weapons, which were a new concept to him.

Through the minds of his victims, he’d determined a knife could puncture skin and disable a person quickly. That was what he’d done to the large man, whose eyes had sprung open as the steel entered him. Surely the slender female in front of him couldn’t really be doing this?

The others had been more for sustenance, but the hunter wanted a big vessel for the time being. He felt strong and oddly comforted in the shape of the last kill.

The hunter attempted to clean his nest and was satisfied he’d done a fair job. It was time to stretch his abilities and enter the city. He’d put it off for too long.

He stood in the house’s doorway and tested his voice, which was functioning better with each day. “Hello. I am Stan,” he said, attempting to smile. He bared his teeth and thought it was a good representation of a human interaction. “The sun is hot.”

He kept saying short phrases he’d picked up from the brains he’d consumed, and from listening to a pair of farmers a mile over. He hadn’t killed the man and woman. Instead, he’d used them to comprehend speech patterns.

With a glance at his new nest, the hunter – or Stan, as he now thought of himself – strolled down the gravel driveway, and onto the road. The city was huge, reminding him of the mountain ranges at home, but with peaks and valleys of man-made structures. It was beautiful to the hunter, but also unsettling and terrifying. He wasn’t meant to be here and wondered if there was any way for him to ever go home.

Home was bleak. Food was hard to come by, his race all but vanished over the years. Here, he could thrive.

His instincts made him place one foot in front of the other, and he directed himself toward the tall buildings. The sun had moved a great deal by the time Stan arrived at the edge of the city. The changes were subtle but obvious. The roads went from dirt to gravel to a hard surface. The houses grew closer together along the outskirts, no longer farmland.

Parks were erected, and small children played, their noises unsettling to Stan’s ears. At first, he thought they’d seen him and knew that he was a predator, that he’d eat them, but then he realized they were playing. His people didn’t play, even as small hatchlings.

He kept walking, ever toward the center of town, to the tallest of structures. He was curious to see them in person, up close.

Something beeped at him, a soft honk of a horn, and he spun to see a four-wheeled vehicle. He scanned Stan’s mind to determine the word. A woman sitting in the jeep waved him to the side. Stan ushered himself to the sidewalk and waved at her in a friendly gesture. Existing among humans was going to be a trial.

From the looks of the children, it would be easier to hide among them. They were tended to, fed, and cared for, and their parents didn’t expect them to speak or interact on a normal human level. The girl with the green eyes was going to be perfect.

Stan moved toward the downtown core, and the further he went into the city, the more people were on the sidewalks, walking from place to place. They walked with beverages in cups, some talking to one another, others passing by without a thought for the people around them. Stan tried to emulate those people, but their clothing was different. More formal, he heard Stan’s brain tell him. They worked, held “jobs,” a concept he didn’t quite understand.

“Excuse me,” a voice said as a man bumped into Stan. His first instinct was to rip the man’s throat out and consume his flesh and bones. He held it in and attempted a smile. The man stepped away as if afraid.

“Hello. I am Stan,” the hunter said, and the man straightened black frames around his eyes. Glasses. He was shorter by half a head, and had thick, dark curly hair.

“I’m Leonard. Are you okay? Do you need help?” Leonard asked him.

Stan shook his head. “The sun is hot today,” he said, using a variation of his practiced phrases.

The man glanced up to the sky. “Yeah. It’s a nice day out. Have a good one, Stan.” Leonard stepped around him, leaving Stan alone on the sidewalk.

Maybe he could get used to this. Be a human. Live among them and stop feeding so much. Become a friend to people like Leonard.

He sniffed the air, spotting a woman entering an alley. His instincts took over. No. The hunter knew he’d never be one of them. He was something far different. And he was hungry.

He followed his prey, where the two of them could be alone.


Seventeen

The door was ajar, and Maggie ran out from the lander before I could stop her. She made for the house, barking the entire way.

“Maggie!” Jules shouted at the dog.

“Maggie, stop!” I yelled now, but she kept going, pushing through the doorway. “Crap.” I searched the trunk of the lander and found a rifle. “Jules, Daddy will be right back,” I told her, leaving her in the modified car seat. Her green eyes were wide, scared, and startled. Maggie’s barking stopped, and I feared the worst.

I ran for my house, calling for Maggie. The porch had muddy footsteps caked on it, and the door didn’t appear to be broken here, but it wasn’t closed. I scanned the windows and didn’t see anything shattered. “If anyone’s inside, come out now. I have you surrounded and I’m armed.” I waited two minutes, and when no one replied, I pushed the door open with my boot.

Maggie barked once, running for me, and I jumped as she startled me. The dog was fine, but she let out a whine and turned to face the inside of the house, emitting a low growl.

It was clear someone had been inside. It was filthy. There were fragments of bones on the floor in the living room, and at first I thought maybe an animal had made its way inside. The entire place smelled musty, like the stink of rotting meat and a wild beast. I stepped slowly through the small farmhouse, glad none of us had been home when something invaded our property.

I found the rear door open too, the frame and handle busted. This wasn’t the work of an animal, at least not a four-legged one. Maggie stayed close now, her growl nonstop as we explored each room. It was a mess, but there was no sign of anyone currently inside. I reached the wall and used my screen to call Magnus. I needed backup.

____________

I lowered the saw and lifted the safety glasses, admiring my straight cut. “You know I always wanted to start a woodworking side hustle on Earth,” I told Slate.

He laughed. “Dean Parker making furniture. Sounds hilarious.”

“It’s not that funny. What about you? Any hobbies I don’t know about?” I asked my friend. I was pretty sure there were no surprises left there.

“I didn’t have much time to think about it. I joined the military so young,” he said, picking up the door jamb. He used the air compressor gun to tack it into place, and stood to appreciate the repaired entrance. The smell in the house remained, but we’d opened all the windows to alleviate some of the stench.

“Drones are all set up.” Magnus arrived from the front of the house. “Anyone or anything shows up within two hundred yards of here, you’ll know it.”

“Good. Thanks, Mag.” I clapped him on the shoulder. He passed me a tablet that showed the active drones hovering in the air above our complex.

“This is messed up. You leave for a couple weeks and your house is being lived in by… whatever the hell did this,” he said.

The tablet chimed, and an image appeared of a white SUV approaching the driveway. That would be Leonard.

I tapped it to silence the alert. “Leonard’s here. Maybe he has some insight.”

Karo exited the door from inside the house. His long white hair was braided, and he was wearing lipstick and a botched job of eye liner. “What was that alarm?” he asked, glancing around. The cords on his neck were tight, and he appeared ready to fight.

The three of us stood there gaping at him, and Slate broke first, bending over in laughter. “What happened to you?”

Karo appeared confused before realizing Slate meant the makeup. “The kids were playing.” He wiped at his lips, leaving red streaks on his gray hand. “Never mind this. What was the alarm?”

I peered inside the house to see Jules with a tiara on, and Patty was walking around in one of Mary’s dresses. It dragged behind her as she strutted around. Little Dean was doing his best to ignore what his sister and cousin were doing.

“Leonard’s here, Karo. Mag has the drone system set up so we’ll know if this… invader comes again,” I told him.

Karo nodded, and I heard the SUV door shut. Seconds later, Leonard was walking toward us, smiling wide. All three dogs ran out from the house and toward Leonard, barking. Carey was last, trudging along, but looking five years younger than he really was. Maggie and her brother Charlie ran circles around Leonard as he neared, and my friend stopped to pet each of them in turn. He smiled widely as he approached.

“Guys, so good to see you,” he said. “And that was quite the greeting.” His face went somber. “I tried to reach you every day, Dean.”

“My communicator was taken when we were imprisoned,” I told him.

“What? Imprisoned?” Leonard asked.

Slate waved a dismissive hand. “No biggie. I did lose those five pounds I’ve been meaning to shed,” he said, and Karo shook his head.

I focused on Leonard. “I’ll tell you about it later. For now, I need to know what’s happening with your search for the missing Gatekeeper. The Shimmali named Soloma.”

Leonard was in the newest version of a suit. The pants were made from a local tree, Proxima’s version of bamboo. The material was breathable, and he looked comfortable even in the mid-afternoon heat. No one wore a tie any longer, and that was a tradition I was glad to be rid of. “We never found him.”

“Do you think he’s gone?” Mag asked.

“Gone?” Leonard shifted on his feet.

“Dead,” Magnus clarified.

I cut in. “I have a theory.”

Everyone went quiet, and the five of us moved from the doorway inside. Mag went to the fridge and grabbed a six-pack of locally-brewed Terran Fourteen beer, sliding one to each of us.

“Go on,” Slate urged.

I wiped my sweating brow and took a drink. “It’s going to sound a little insane, but hear me out.”

When they all nodded, I continued. “Soloma comes to New Spero. We don’t know where he traveled from, but we could probably find out using the Crystal Map, right?”

Karo nodded first, following along.

“Sally wasn’t seen with him, so I’m going to assume she didn’t make it,” I said.

“We could look for her,” Slate suggested.

“And we will, but first, we need to figure this out. Soloma ends up here… it had to be randomly, since the portals are all haywire. He stumbled around, wearing what appeared to be an undersized uniform, which we’ve identified as Sally’s from the footage. There was blood. I imagine we won’t find Sally in one piece.

“Soloma looked possessed.” I glanced at Jules, who was on the floor of the living room, coloring in a book beside Patty. The two of them were so cute together. I couldn’t believe she’d been carried by Mary as she was possessed by the Iskios.

“Dean?” Karo tapped my shoulder.

I shook my head, returning my attention to my story. “Sorry. Where was I?”

“Possessed,” Slate offered.

“Right. Soloma was messed up, which tells me he arrived here by accident. Then people and animals started going missing around Terran Five. We can assume he might have something to do with that. Then,” I started, my voice going an octave higher, “you have a lander go missing, with two of our people vanished. The lander tracking is cut, so there’s no way to find it.”

“We did find it,” Leonard said.

“Let me guess. Not far from here?” I asked, and Slate’s eyes jumped open.

“Wait… why didn’t you tell us?” Slate asked.

“I wasn’t sure.”

It was Leonard’s turn to be confused. “What are you talking about? Sure about what?”

“Someone was living in my house while we were gone. It was… like a nest. There were pieces of animals, or possibly humans, near the fireplace. It was so pungent in here. I kept the remains so we can have them tested,” I told him.

Leonard sat on one of the island’s stools, running his hand through his thick curly hair. “This is crazy. There have been at least another five missing persons reported around here over the last few weeks. One of them…” Leonard stood straight up like his pants were on fire.

“What?” Magnus asked him.

“Stan. One of them was named Stan. The missing person. He lived about four miles from here,” Leonard told us.

Magnus frowned and rubbed his forehead with a big hand. “Stan? Stan Weaver?”

Leonard nodded.

“Crap. I know him. He helped me dig my cistern years ago. Great guy,” Mag said.

“His wife reported him missing eleven days ago,” Leonard told us. “Then today, I was downtown heading to the office when I stumbled into this man. He was tall, thick dark stubble, wide as an ox.” Leonard glanced at Magnus, then Slate. “Kind of like you two,” he said.

“Sounds like him,” Mag said. “That’s good. He’s alive.”

“No. Something was wrong with him. He spoke in a strange accent, and he walked…” Leonard’s gaze went distant.

I finished for him. “He walked like Soloma had when he emerged from the caves at Terran Five.”

“Yes. Exactly. He said the strangest things. He told me his name was Stan, like a kid might tell you how many fingers old he is,” Leonard said. “And his smell. It was… overwhelming. There are a few people living on the outskirts that live a little… differently, so I didn’t over think it.”

“Musty, like the den of a bear?” I asked, recalling the powerful scent when I’d first stepped into my violated home.

“Yeah, like the den of a bear. He also said something else… what was it?” He sipped his beer, deep in thought. “‘The sun is hot today’.”

“The sun is hot today?” Karo asked. “Isn’t the sun always hot?”

“Yeah, but that’s why it struck me as so strange. The whole thing was weird,” Leonard said.

“So we have a better idea now. We’re dealing with a virus, perhaps?” Magnus suggested.

I tilted my head side to side, cracking my stiff neck. I took another sip of my beer as I considered this. “I’m not sure. It appears to have some sort of a learning personality. Maybe it’s more of a parasite than a virus.” The three dogs were sleeping on the cool floor, all in a row, on their sides. It had taken them a while to calm in the house, where they could still smell the intruder’s presence.

Karo chimed in, “I’ve heard of something like this before. Rubic III had a race of small, peanut-sized bugs that would crawl into the mouths of sleeping animals, fixing themselves to the creatures’ brains and effectively taking over, like a puppeteer.”

“They had a race like that? As in, past tense?” I asked.

“Yes. We ended up destroying every last one.” Karo averted his eyes, as if he was ashamed of his people’s actions.

“You don’t have to apologize to us. I’m sure the universe is better off without brain-sucking aliens,” Slate said. “You guys did the right thing.”

“We know some made it off-planet on space ships, and they could have expanded out there, propagating. Could you imagine a race like that being loosed somewhere like Udoon Station, or Bazarn Five for that matter?” Karo asked.

I shuddered, thinking about one of the parasites being inside my house. “We did a clean sweep of the house and didn’t find anything. But now you have me worried about the kids.” I glanced at the three of them and smiled as Dean picked up a crayon and showed Jules how to color a duck properly.

“I have an organic sensor Clare gave me years ago somewhere in my garage. I’ll find it in a bit,” Magnus said.

“Of course you do.” I laughed, clinking my beer bottle to his. “Where does this leave us? If this is a parasite, why is it killing so many?”

“We don’t know that he’s killing them,” Leonard said.

“But so far no bodies, right?” Slate asked.

“Right.”

“That means he’s killing them. Consuming, perhaps?” I asked.

Karo tapped a long finger on the countertop. “These parasites didn’t do that. They could live in a vessel for as long as the body functioned, which could be years and years. The vessel only ate what they would normally eat to stay strong.”

“Then it has to be something else. Something dangerous,” I said. I hated that the thing had been inside my home, of all places. But at least that gave me the drive to find it and kill it. “Leonard, can you call your friends in high places and ask them to find the footage of Stan? You remember where you were, and what time it was?”

He nodded. “Yeah, close enough. I’ll call the city office now. Clay has access to all the cameras. He’ll shoot it right over.” Leonard crossed the room and used the console to contact his friend.

“As if we don’t have enough on our plate,” Magnus said, looking at his kids playing with mine. “All while the wives are off on a fun excursion.”

“The wives?” I glanced at Slate, who took the comment in stride. “You do realize our last two trips of gallivanting ended with us being chased by Misters, then being imprisoned? I mean, Slate, Karo, and I literally worked in a rock pit for weeks.”

Magnus nodded. “And you seem like you’re almost rehabilitated now.” He punched me in the arm and guffawed. Only Magnus could pull off a true guffaw.

“What’s the deal with you and Loweck anyway, Slate?” Magnus asked the younger man.

Slate shrugged. “I don’t know. I like her.”

“You do know she…” Magnus started.

“I know, she’s part robot. But she has her own mind.” Slate focused on his beer.

“I was going to say that she could kick your butt. I don’t really care if you’re dating a cactus, as long as you’re happy,” Magnus said, surprising even me. These two were always quick to get on one another’s nerves, and it was rare for Magnus to say something so kind to Slate.

“Thanks, Mag. Appreciate it.” Slate took a drink.

“Sure. I’ll stand by my statement. From what I hear, she’d give Van Damme a show,” Magnus said.

Karo remained noticeably quiet. “What about you, big guy?” Magnus turned to the Theos man. “Ableen is quite a catch. Do I hear wedding bells?”

Karo smirked at me and took the bait. “The Theos do not partake in such barbaric ceremonies.”

“Barbaric?” Magnus asked, standing up straight like he was about to defend the sanctity of our tradition. He broke into a laugh and loosened up. “You’re probably right. Plus, the Theos would know better. You’ve been around a lot longer than us.”

I saw Karo’s face change. He was upset about being the last of his kind, and even having Ableen around wasn’t enough to cheer him up for long. His people’s life forces were inside the portal stones, and we’d promised to release them. “It’s all going to work out,” I said quietly.

Leonard ran over, holding a tablet in his palm. “Clay found it. Check this out.” He set the device on the countertop, and we all leaned over it. “There he is.” Leonard pointed to a big, lumbering man. His shirt was filthy, his pants torn. He walked how I imagined Frankenstein’s monster would carry himself through the streets of Terran One. People shifted out of his way on the sidewalk, and he stopped every now and then to peer at the buildings.

The camera changed, and we saw him from the front, dark bags under his eyes. Then he stumbled into Leonard. We watched the incident without volume, but knew enough from Leonard’s recount of the story.

Then Leonard was off, leaving Stan alone. “Where did he go?” I asked.

The camera showed Stan sniffing the air, and he headed into an alley.

“Any cameras positioned there?” Mag asked.

Leonard shook his head. “No. They lost him after that. Clay’s searching, though.”

I used my finger, sliding the bar on the bottom of the tablet back half an inch. I played it at half speed. “I think I saw something.” I paused it, zooming past Stan to the entrance of the alley. “A woman went into the alley. I think he followed her.”

Leonard went white. “I know her. That’s Amy from Human Resources.”

“Call the office. Find out if she’s there.” I had a bad feeling she hadn’t returned from lunch.

“Looks like we have a job to do.” Slate clenched his fists, and I nodded.

“Who’s going to look after the kids?” Magnus asked, and all of our gazes landed on the Theos man beside us. His hair remained braided, and his lips held a tinge of their former red glory.

He raised his hands in the air and shook his head. “Dibs out.”


Eighteen

The last piece of pizza sat cold in the box on the coffee table, and we sat around, music softly playing in the background. If we weren’t discussing finding a killer staking Terran One, with an ancient alien in our midst, I could have sworn we were on Earth, shooting the breeze after watching the Yankees win a playoff game.

Empty beer bottles littered the kitchen countertop, and I was amazed how far New Spero had come. We’d actually ordered three pizzas and had them delivered via drone to my home. Karo had watched the incoming food with a vested interest that made us all laugh.

“I think humans are one of the most evolved beings out there,” Karo said from his spot beside Slate on the couch.

“Why do you say that?” Slate burped, reaching for his beer.

“Despite your… belching and unusual traditions… you have found a way to outsource pizza production, and then a robot brings it to your home. That is far above anything the Theos accomplished,” Karo said, with only a hint of a joke.

“You found a way to power crystals that allow people to traverse the stars with the blink of an eye,” I told him.

“Yes, but… pizza.” He reached for the last piece, and I shook my head.

“I don’t know where it all goes,” I told him.

Leonard was in the kitchen, trying to find out more about the city office’s missing HR person. Amy hadn’t returned, and we knew why. The kids were sound asleep in Jules’ room. We decided sticking together would see us through the next couple days. The children were happy about it – even Dean, who was used to being outnumbered by his little sister and Jules.

“Wait… they found her,” Leonard said, rushing into the living room. He flipped the tablet, and showed us.

“That’s her?” Slate asked, squinting.

It was dark, and the camera was giving us a feed of night vision. “It’s her. I think” – Leonard zoomed, and there was a dark blotch on her shirt – “that’s blood.”

“So what? It kills the next victim and takes her over? Then there should be remains of Stan somewhere, right? If it hops bodies?” I asked.

“Presumably,” Magnus said. “I’ll make some calls. We can meet the local PDs tomorrow morning first thing.”

Magnus used to run the New Spero defense force, and his name still carried a lot of power around here. He’d claimed mine was even more mystical, and was probably right.

Slate cracked his knuckles. “So we search the city center tomorrow, locate its whereabouts, and take it down?”

“Exactly,” I said. “Speaking of which, I think we’d better call it a night if we’re going to stop a killer in the morning. I’m sorry the house isn’t larger. Someone can share my room with me, but I have to warn you I have cold feet.”

No one laughed at my joke, and Karo said he’d sleep there as long as Mary didn’t mind. We settled on pulling a cot out, meeting halfway. I offered to take the cot, since Karo was far taller than I was.

Slate found a home on the couch, and Magnus had brought cots from home, laying them out for Leonard and himself. Carey and Charlie stayed in the living room with Magnus, and Maggie followed me to my bedroom.

Minutes later, I was on the cot, staring at the ceiling, wondering what strange things had to occur in my life to end up chasing an alien murderer on a colony world, with a seven-foot-tall alien sleeping in my bed instead of me. Dean Parker’s story was one even I couldn’t believe at times. Maggie curled up between my legs near my feet, and was already breathing deeply, the day too much for her. Somehow the two of us still fit on the compact bed.

“Dean, are you awake?” Karo asked, his voice a quiet whisper.

“Can’t sleep?” I asked him.

“No. I’m worried.”

“About what?” I asked, knowing there were a few things on the man’s mind.

“Ableen. Then the Theos in the stones. We really don’t want to lose our method of moving between our worlds. There’s so much to see out there. Now that we have the Crystal Map, we’ve found so much more than we ever knew. How can we lose that?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Ableen can feel their need to move on. And I think I can too,” I admitted.

“You’re right. I wish there were another way. Will you be there when we disable them? Will you help us?” he asked.

“I will.”

“Good,” Karo said. “Dean, there’s something I haven’t told you.”

My heart raced, but I didn’t let him know that. “What is it?”

“I know how to release them. I wasn’t sure I wanted to do it before, but if we’re going to, there is a way.”

“You mean we won’t need to hit every stone to do it?” I honestly had been dreading the logistics of the mission. In my head, it could have taken a lifetime to release the Theos, especially if we needed to fly between portal worlds.

“The control crystal is on my home world,” he told me. “You remember?”

I’d visited his planet once, when I was searching for the Theos’ help to rescue Mary from the clutches of the evil Iskios. “I remember, all right. We can shut it off from there?”

“Yes.” Karo’s voice was low. “The apex of the crystal cluster lies high in the mountains. That is where a highly concentrated number of Theos poured themselves into the stones. We can shut off the entire system from there, freeing every last bit of their energy. The whole map as we know it will cease to exist.”

“Then you and I will go there and release them when we have the last of our Gatekeepers. Deal?” I asked.

“Deal. You’re a good man, Dean Parker,” he said.

“So are you,” I told him. “But whatever you’re thinking, I’m not singing you to sleep.”

He laughed, and moments later, Karo was snoring softly. It wasn’t long until the sound lulled me to sleep.

____________

Slate stood with the shortest straw in his grasp, and he frowned. “I’m not staying here!”

Magnus barked a laugh. “Slate, you drew the short straw. That means you’re the sitter.”

“What about Karo? He’s much better at this kid stuff than I am,” Slate argued.

“Jules loves you. And maybe you can teach Dean some fighting techniques,” I told him, and finally, he calmed and nodded slowly.

“I do like the idea of shaping his young mind,” Slate said.

Magnus poked a finger at Slate’s chest. “Make sure you don’t hurt him. And don’t let Patty eat any dairy.”

Slate scribbled his instructions on a pad of paper. “Anything else?”

“Yeah. Keep them alive,” Magnus added. “You have the drone system set up, so you’ll know if anyone’s returning to their nest.”

I shuddered as he called my house the creature’s nest. “Let’s avoid naming it that. Thanks. Slate, you’re going to be fine. And don’t worry about us. What I need from you is to watch the kids for us. We’re counting on you. Okay?”

“I won’t let you down, boss,” Slate said firmly.

Jules ran up to him and tugged on his finger. Maggie followed behind my daughter, hoping the girl would drop a piece of the toast she was slowly eating. “Zeke,” she said. “Play dollies.”

Slate’s eyes met mine “Zeke?” he whispered at me, and I smiled widely.

“Fine. But we’re going to play Gatekeepers, not tea party,” he said with finality, and set off toward the living room.

Dean appeared in the kitchen and was wearing a deep frown. “Dad, I want to go with you.” He crossed his arms.

Magnus shook his head. “Kid, we’re going somewhere dangerous. You have to stay and watch over your sister and Jules.” He jerked a thumb toward Slate. “And keep an eye on this guy too.”

“But, Dad…”

“No buts. Your mother is away, and I’m in charge.”

Magnus led the way outside, and Leonard, Karo, and I followed. It was chilly out this morning, the sky overcast, and light rain fell as if an ominous portent of what was coming. I pushed the worry aside. With any luck, we’d track the thing Amy was carrying by lunch time, and we could go home.

Maybe the women would even be finished saving the next twosome of Gatekeepers by then. One could dream big.

“We ready?” Leonard asked. Instead of taking his SUV, he’d opted for calling in a police transport. It landed in the back yard, the lights and siren turned off.

Jules was on the porch with Dean and Patty beside her, Slate standing protectively behind the three kids. Maggie started to follow me onto the pathway to the police vehicle, and I had to tell her to stay. She cocked her head to the side but understood, running over to Jules’ side. The other spaniels were hiding on the porch in the shade, staying out of the already hot sunlight.

“Ready as we’ll ever be.” The lander door opened, and a woman stepped out. Her hair was cut short and she was wearing oversized aviator sunglasses.

“Which one of you is Leonard?” she asked.

He raised a hand and stepped forward.

“Good. I’ve been instructed by Mayor Patel to make sure your group is provided with whatever they need. I understand you have a line on the guy that’s been going around killing people?” she asked.

“We think so,” I told her.

She lifted her sunglasses and stopped a foot away from me, entering my personal space. I forced myself to stand my ground. “And who are you?”

“Dean Parker,” I said, seeing the flash of recognition.

“Never heard of you,” she said, and Magnus laughed.

“What about you, big guy?” the policewoman asked. I saw her name etched into her uniform. Reed.

“Magnus,” he said.

“Just Magnus, no surname?” she asked, standing before the large Scandinavian.

“For today, Magnus will do fine,” he said with a big smile.

I had the feeling she knew exactly who we were; she was just toying with us. I wasn’t sure if I appreciated that.

“And who’s this piece of work?” she asked Karo, who glanced over at me.

“Look, can we go?” I asked, moving past the introductions. “You’re supposed to help us, then fly us into the city. We have a killer to find.”

“Fine. Have it your way, Parker,” she said, and I saw the hint of a smile. “I’m Reed.”

“What, no first name?” Magnus mumbled as he entered the police transport.

“Very funny. How does that lovely wife of yours put up with you?” she asked.

So she did know who we were. “Reed. Nice to meet you. Downtown?” I urged, and she moved to the front of the ship and sat in the pilot’s seat.

I peered out the side window and waved at Jules, who was waving both hands to see us off. I loved that little girl with all of my heart. She was the perfect blend of Mary’s grace and beauty, and my stubbornness and curiosity.

“Downtown it is,” Reed said. “What do we know about the perp?”

Leonard took this one. “We think the perp is from another world. They might be transferring from one vessel to another.”

“Vessel?” Reed asked as she raised us higher from the surface. The skyscrapers of Terran One were already visible in the viewer.

“Bodies. The target is killing its prey, then taking the bodies,” I explained.

“Then there has to be a corpse, right?” Reed asked. She was catching on quick.

“That’s what we’re going to find out. The local PD did a quick scan last night, but they came up empty-handed,” Magnus said.

“And you expect to find more than they did?” Reed pressed.

“No. But they didn’t have all the information,” I said.

“You’re the boss,” she told me, and Magnus frowned.

“Leonard, they didn’t find her on any other feeds?” Magnus asked, indicating Amy, the missing HR woman we’d seen emerge from the alley.

“No. She must have avoided the cameras,” Leonard told him.

“She could be anywhere,” I said.

“Dean, if this is the same creature that was living in your house, do you think it would return?” Karo asked the question everyone had been thinking.

“I don’t know. I can’t presume to understand its motivation. I’d have to speculate, which can be a dangerous game,” I said.

Karo leaned forward. “And if you were going to speculate?”

“I’d think the creature used my place as a nest to grow stronger and be sheltered, but then moved on. If no one from the city had been missing before yesterday, that means it was living in my house and feeding. Now it’s migrated. I doubt it’ll risk such predictable behavior. And we have the drones activated, and Slate’s with the kids,” I said.

Magnus rubbed his forehead. “We should have parked them at my house for the day. Should we call Slate and suggest it?”

I didn’t know. My gut was telling me there was nothing to worry about, but the others seemed concerned enough for all of us. “I don’t think that’s necessary.” I tapped Reed on the shoulder. “Reed, can you send another transport to my house and have them stay until we arrive?”

Reed nodded and tapped on her console as she directed over the city.

“Where do we land?” I asked, looking out the side window to see birds we’d brought from Earth flying high over the spires of our civilization.

Leonard smiled. “City Hall. You’re going to love the view.”

We settled onto the highest building in sight, and the lander’s door hissed open. A cool breeze pushed into the cramped vessel. “My partner’s on the way to watch your house and kids.”

“Thanks, Reed. I appreciate it,” I told her, and she waited for us to exit before standing up.

I gasped as I saw the view of Terran One from here. It wasn’t often I was surprised, especially after having seen views from so many worlds, in orbit, from space, from mountaintops, and below ground, but this was spectacular. An ocean expanded in the distance on one side, and from the other, the metropolis spread out beyond the horizon.

“It’s amazing,” Karo said from his spot beside me. The wind blew his long white hair as he neared the edge of the rooftop landing pad. I joined him, holding on to the glass railing.

“That’s the symphony hall, there’s the medical research facility, and the biggest library on New Spero.” Leonard pointed out landmarks, and I realized how little I knew about our new home.

“You’ve all done such a great job bringing this to life,” I said. “I remember when we first arrived here, years after you, Magnus.” He grunted, likely remembering those years he and Natalia thought Mary and I were dead. “The roads were gravel, and we were only beginning to build three-story buildings. We went to the store and used credit to purchase supplies for our garden.” I gripped the railing tightly. So much had changed, and not only in our lives. The lives of all humanity had transformed at the same time, and being away for most of it, I was detached from New Spero.

Reed was behind us, and she set a hand on my shoulder. “Dean, this would be impossible without what you guys did for us all. I remember hearing your name whispered on Vessel Thirteen.”

I turned to her. “Wait, you were on Thirteen?” That was the vessel that Katherine Adams had saved. “Did you know Kate?”

“Kate… she was Mrs. Adams to us, and she was the only reason we made it long enough to be rescued. I volunteered to be on the police force she created. I was only nineteen.” Reed stared out at the view.

“Thank you, Reed. You did a great service,” Magnus told her.

“Nothing compared to what you all did. Wasn’t there another of you? A fifth?” she asked.

She had to mean Mae, but I shook my head, not wanting to discuss it. “We only did what we needed to, like you did.”

She nodded, her eyes hidden behind her dark lenses. Her personality snapped into place, the character of Officer Reed. “If we’re done with the sightseeing, let’s put you on the trail of this alien killer.”

Leonard took us to the elevator and set a thumb on the screen, accessing it. The elevator accommodated all of us, and Karo and I stood beside one another, watching through the glass wall as we descended from the top of City Hall to ground level.

I honestly had no need for days of the week any longer, but I saw the streets emptier than I expected. “What day is it?” I asked.

Reed answered, “Saturday. To the right, there’s a market going on. Handcrafted stuff, local produce, that kind of thing.”

I glanced over, seeing people setting up booths across the City Hall courtyard. It felt so natural, but so foreign on New Spero. A farmer’s market. I’d have to recommend Leslie and Terrance start one on Haven. It could be an intergalactic farmer’s market. It would be a great way for the different races living amongst each other to learn about foods and culture from their neighbors.

The four of us were in street clothes, Karo in tall jeans and a long-sleeved shirt to attempt to blend in. He still looked like a gray giant with a white mane, but it was better than a Gatekeeper jumpsuit or something even more conspicuous. Magnus wore a t-shirt and jeans, and I was in an old pair of jeans and a polo. Leonard had his work clothes on from the day before, but seemed comfortable enough in them to walk through the hot morning in a blazer.

“Let me take the lead here. If people see you four wandering around with weapons, they might panic,” Reed said. She was in her full New Spero police uniform, and I was suddenly grateful Slate wasn’t here. She’d remind him too much of Denise, the police officer that had stolen his heart, then betrayed us to Lom of Pleva.

“This is the alley,” Leonard said, pointing to the space between two tall structures. A café adorned the corner, and a few patrons watched us from the patio as we walked by, heading into the alleyway. I nodded at a couple, and they whispered to one another, obviously recognizing me.

It was strange to be out and about in a place where everyone knew you by your face. I wasn’t used to it, and Mary claimed it was one of the reasons I preferred to isolate us at my old childhood home on Earth, in our farmhouse here, or at the penthouse on Haven, where we were nothing but a few more humans among the plethora of alien beings.

Reed pulled her gun out, an old Earth Glock. Bullets always did the job, and that was what the police were issued. I grabbed my pulse pistol, and Magnus and Karo unslung their rifles. Leonard stayed unarmed, but he held his tablet, marking out our path.

A hundred yards into the side street, police tape was wound around two light posts, but there were no officers in sight.

It didn’t take long to see the markings left by the team. Reed pointed to a yellow plastic label on the ground. “This is where they found the blunt object, a rock.”

“Where is it now?” I asked her.

“At the forensics lab,” she said.

I didn’t bother telling her it was pointless. We knew Stan had assaulted Amy, but now we needed to see if we could find either of them. We would detain Amy and find out what was living inside her, and study Stan to see what kind of damage the parasite had done to him.

We kept going, the trail of blood dripping for fifty yards; then, suddenly, there was no sign of anything nefarious. “He couldn’t have disappeared,” Magnus said, looking around the sterile alley.

I pointed to a doorway, the only entrance to the side of this particular building. “There,” I suggested, and found the doorway unlocked. I nodded to Magnus, and he took the lead, entering first, his gun raised for a kill shot if needed.

“Nothing here,” he said, and I followed him inside. We immediately descended a small flight of stairs and saw we were in a storage facility under a residence. Rows of half-empty cages were here, built for the occupants of the above suites to keep their possessions in. It was forward thinking, because most of the people on New Spero didn’t own much, and what they did have was government-issued.

Capitalism was emerging, though, and slowly the world was returning to the greed-fueled one we’d left behind years ago after the Event. I couldn’t say I loved that, but there was no other way to change a majority mindset. It was a balancing act, and I did think the government was doing a fair job.

I scanned through the storage cages and didn’t see anything of use.

“We don’t know they came in here,” Karo said.

“You’re right. Call it a hunch,” I said. It had been the only doorway, and I was surprised the police hadn’t looked in here. Or maybe they had, and we were wasting our time now.

Reed was halfway across the long room, dimly lit by the ceiling fixture, and she called for us. She was standing there pale as a ghost, and she pointed toward a golf cart stored beside a staircase leading up to the main floor.

“Dear God,” Leonard said, moving his left hand over his mouth.

I sniffed the air. “That smell. It’s the same one from my house. This is it.” My gun was up, the steel pressing into my bare hand as I moved toward the crawlspace under the stairs.

Pieces of clothing were torn, and we saw Stan’s stained shirt chucked to the side of the space. I expected to find his corpse, but there was no sign of it. “They’re not here,” I told the others.

“Where’s the body? If Stan came in here with Amy, and only Amy left, with her new host inside her, where’s his husk?” Magnus asked.

It was so simple. “Leonard, bring up that footage again. The one of Amy walking away last night.”

He blinked a few times, as if trying to comprehend what I was saying. “Sorry, sure.” He tapped the tablet, and seconds later, he played the video. I grabbed the device and paused it as Amy turned toward the street. I zoomed, and pointed at her stomach.

“Was Amy expecting?” I asked.

“Expecting? Was she pregnant?” Leonard asked.

“Yeah, was she pregnant?” I asked, growing impatient.

“No. She…” Leonard’s eyes widened as he stared at her image. “Look at her stomach. It’s bulging.”

“Exactly. Stan isn’t here, because he’s inside her… or whatever that is. I don’t think this monster is a parasite,” I said, and Karo nodded beside me.

“Where do we go?” Magnus asked.

I glanced at the spot under the stairs and thought about the nest that had been inside my house. “We have to find its new nest. And fast.”
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The hunter turned his attention toward the city. His new body was fresh, limber, and stronger than it had initially appeared. Amy, as he understood her name to be, was lighter, easier to manage, and he could only imagine how freeing it would be to become the girl with the green eyes.

He’d always appreciated becoming the smaller animals, rather than the big, bulky ones. They were easier to hide with, and prey always found them less suspicious.

Her bones were still digesting inside him, and the transformation had taken longer last night than usual for some reason. Perhaps he’d fed too much lately, altered too many times for his own good, but here, with cameras and humans watching him, he didn’t want to be tracked.

It was far different than home, where he could stay one creature for extended periods of time. Here, he was an outlaw, one being searched for. He finally understood this.

The hunter moved along the forest edge as Amy, trying to keep his movements smooth and normal to any passerby. So far, only a few vehicles had driven by him, one stopping to see if the “young missus” needed any help. He’d told them that he was okay, that he was going for a walk. The man had squinted and shaken his head as he drove off.

Humans. They were a complicated animal, and a deep-rooted part of the hunter wished he were home, where life had been simpler in some ways, but desperately more difficult in others. Here, he was well-fed, and that kept his spirits up.

The roads would take him several hours to walk, but he’d eventually make it to the house with his nest once again. Maybe the girl would be there. Maybe she’d never come. He didn’t know, but he would wait and find out. He continually pictured the green eyes, and the power they promised. Amy’s legs moved faster as he considered the young girl.

As he moved, the sun beating onto his skin with ferocity, he hoped his nest was untouched. He wouldn’t be able to feed yet; his stomach was too full, too distended, and he definitely wouldn’t be able to transform for a few more days.

He kept moving toward the acreage he’d been staying at, wondering what the day held in store for him. The anticipation was killing him.

____________

“Now what? We only have the single video feed showing Amy walking away from the downtown core,” I said. We were on the main street, out of the alley, with only that small detail to go on. It didn’t help us track her, but we did understand what we were up against a little better.

“Then we follow her trajectory. She was heading north. That’s where we go,” Reed said.

Magnus nodded. “This is an animal, by all accounts.”

“How do you think?” Leonard asked.

“It came to New Spero in Soloma’s body. It didn’t look sure of itself on two legs. Ten bucks says it was used to walking on four or more, perhaps. It’s making nests where it can consume its victims, perhaps changing into them or using their bodies to move around in. I don’t have that quite figured out. The smell alone… it’s musky… like a hibernating bear’s cave,” Magnus said.

His points were all valid. “And I suppose you know what that smells like?” Leonard asked.

“Yes I do. It’s the same smell I inhale when I head into your room to wake you up in the morning,” Magnus said, cracking a grin.

Leonard shrugged, not disagreeing.

“Then we go north. It was living in my house, so chances are, it’ll head to the country, where fewer eyes are on it,” I said.

“Why did it go into the city in the first place?” Reed asked.

Karo started walking, and spoke as he took the lead. “Because it’s curious. It becomes its prey, to an extent. It feels what they’ve felt. It knows their thoughts… or memories,” he said flatly.

He could be right. My stomach dropped. “If that’s the case, it might go back to the nest.”

My pocket vibrated, and it took a second to realize what was causing it. The communicator, the same one that Mary had the other end to. She’d contacted me the day before, saying they’d arrived and were working on tracking the duo.

I flipped it out, anxious to see what she had to say. “Dean?” Mary’s voice sounded like honey.

“I’m here, Mary.” I stepped away from the others, who remained huddled into a group on the side of the alley, discussing monster theories.

“We have Da-Narp… and Bee. She’s hurt, but we’ll be able to help her.” Mary’s tone told me the woman was worse off than she was letting on.

“I’m so glad. Are you coming home?” I asked.

“It went smoothly. We found the last missing group, and we’re full of supplies. We were thinking of heading out and tracking the next duo on the list. We’ll stop and see Sarlun quickly too, since that group left from Shimmal. We’ll need to head there anyway,” Mary said quietly, as if worried how I’d respond.

I wanted to tell her to come home, that leaving again was risking too much, but I wasn’t ready to tell her about the creature living in our house, or the fact that it was on the loose. I relented and hated myself for withholding the details from her. “Go on. We’ll stay with the kids. We’re in the middle of something.”

“Are you sure? I was… I don’t know… expecting some resistance,” Mary said.

“Do you want some for old times’ sake?” I asked with a light laugh.

“No. Is everything okay? What are you in the middle of?” she asked, and I knew I had to give her some of the information.

“Do you remember Soloma? The one Leonard told us about?” I asked, walking farther from my group. The sun was bright, and I squinted against it.

“Of course,” she said.

“We think something’s taking over victims and killing. Again and again. We’ve tracked it to Terran One, and we’re on its trail now.” I waited for her to reply.

“Why are you doing this? Don’t they have police and detectives for this kind of thing?” she asked, exasperated.

“I know. Leonard asked…”

“Tell Leonard we have enough going on. Where’s Jules?” Mary asked, and I wished I’d kept the whole story to myself.

“She’s at home with Slate,” I said.

This seemed to calm her. “Fine. We’ll be home as soon as we can. Let Magnus know Nat’s okay. And Dean?” Here it was: she was going to lay into me. “Loweck is awesome. She’s saved our bacon a couple of times. Tell you about it when we’re home,” she said.

“Glad to hear. Mary…” I thought about telling her about the monster nesting in our house, but it would only worry her.

“Yes?”

“I love you. Come home soon,” I said, changing my mind.

“I will. Love you too.” And in the blink of an eye, the communicator’s lights dimmed as it powered off.

I headed toward the others. Magnus raised his eyebrows, searching for news in my expression. “Everyone’s fine. They found the two from the Oryan system, and they’ve decided to keep going. They’re heading for Shimmal and then to the last portal world to extract the final team.”

Magnus looked infuriated. “You let them go?”

I laughed. “Let them? Have I ever let Mary do anything? Have you let Natalia?”

He sighed and shook his head. “No, I suppose you’re right. We better deal with this before they’re home. I don’t think our wives will like it if we leave a psychopath predator wandering around our neighborhood,” he said. I wanted to add: or my living room, but kept it to myself.

“North. Let’s go,” Reed said, taking the lead.

We walked through the city, and I tried to take it all in. The blocks were neatly laid out, the streets labeled with a clear and concise number pattern that made it easy to navigate. Cars and SUVs drove in the roadways, and it was still strange to see only a couple models of vehicles. Production for all vehicles was being done out of Terran Seven these days, and they were slowly adding in different colors. For the first few years, black had been the shade of choice.

People meandered along the sidewalks, idly out for a weekend stroll, and we received a series of odd looks as our ragtag group strode through the city armed. At least we had a uniformed police officer with us; otherwise, we might have drawn even more attention.

I heard my name whispered a few times, and someone shouted to Magnus. He waved and smiled, but didn’t stop to talk. The sun was rising higher in the sky as we moved past the tall skyscrapers and into the outskirts. Here, there were many small distribution stores: hardware, fabric shops, beauty supplies. It was like being back home for a moment, and it gave me a sense of loss at what used to be, but also a sense of pride at what humans had accomplished. Many races would have crumbled after what we’d been through, but here we were: thriving, living among each other on a new planet. It was amazing, and I’d been taking a lot of this for granted.

Businesses turned to residential walk-up apartments, some of these the originals from the start of the colony. They’d been updated, and the smell of barbecue burgers wafted through the air. Kids played in a park, screaming and running around the bases at a baseball diamond. I stopped for a moment, watching as a girl no older than ten lofted a softball toward home plate. A boy took a big swing, narrowly missing the ball.

“Oh, to be young again.” Magnus stopped beside me and rested his hands on the chain-link fence lining the park.

“Were we ever that young?” I asked him.

“I was. I never played baseball, though,” he admitted.

“Seriously? That’s all I did for a few years. We’d ride our bikes out to the field every day after school, and play until dinner time.” I wondered what had happened to those friends. Were any of them around on New Spero, or even Terran One?

“You’ll have to show me sometime,” Magnus suggested.

“Deal. I’m holding you to that.” I almost laughed, thinking about our gang playing baseball.

“Wait, I have a message from Clay. Looks like they spotted Amy leaving town.” Leonard was tapping away at his tablet.

“Where and when?” Reed asked. She was frowning, peering over Leonard’s shoulder to see the screen.

Leonard pointed to the northwest. “There. Five blocks.” He touched the screen again. “An hour ago.”

The woman’s stomach remained distended, and she was walking fast, a predator trying to escape the confines of the dangerous city.

“We have to catch up to it,” I said, and Reed spoke into her earpiece, requesting drone coverage for ten square miles north of the city. The region covered our house and Magnus’.

“If she’s out there, they’ll find her,” Reed said.

“Let’s not call it a her. We can’t think of this as Amy,” Leonard said. He knew the woman, and it was easy to forget this was a person, not just an alien entity we were following. Was there any way to separate the two and save Amy? Only time would tell.

Karo sniffed the air, his green eyes dancing as he stared into the sky. “Rain’s coming,” he said, but I saw nothing but clear skies.

“You have to be kidding, Karo. There’s not a cloud in the…” Magnus stopped mid-sentence, the wind blowing in hard enough to push Leonard off balance.

Behind the wind came black clouds from the west. They were plush and angry, ready to emit their precipitation on anyone below.

“Great. This is going to complicate things,” I said.

Reed tapped her earpiece and gave me an apologetic look. “Sorry, Dean. They’ve grounded the drones. The wind is too much, and the radar’s showing a serious storm out of nowhere.”

“Come on. It has an hour’s head start.” I ran in the direction of my house. It had to be moving that way.

____________

The nest was there, half a mile across the yard, and the hunter waited for signs of life. A form moved across the window inside the home, and the hunter felt trepidation creep into his mind. He’d hoped the girl was there, but this was a man, a big man. Still, he’d overpowered a lot of humans so far, most of them big as well, and armed.

The hunter saw the door open, and three children emerged, laughing and playing. The boy sat on the steps, staring up, making the hunter do the same. The sky had turned black, and he smiled, a sick and malevolent grin that twisted his host Amy’s face into a contorted version of herself.

He felt his pocket and found the steel knife he’d killed Amy with, and felt stronger for it at his side. He preferred the old way, tearing out a warm throat with his teeth, but humans weren’t built right for that method.

Wind rustled the trees around him, and he dodged a falling pinecone. For a second, the clouds stilled, the breezing ceased to blow, and everything went silent. Then it hit. Water drenched the ground in seconds, and the hunter basked in it. The drones he’d seen hovering around were no longer in the air, and he scanned the area, seeing a vessel at the end of the driveway. A man with a rifle perched on his shoulder moved for his transport ship and stepped in: a refuge from the rain.

The big man inside the hunter’s nest house was on the porch, urging the children inside. The small girl stared out toward him, but he knew she couldn’t see him. He was too deep into the trees, but he shivered as she looked in his direction. The hunter saw the glint of her green eyes glowing even from here, and a thrill coursed through him. He would devour the girl, today. His hand found his stomach, and felt the round protrusion full of flesh and bones.

He growled, knowing he couldn’t eat today. He’d take her. He’d keep the prey and feed when he was able. Yes. It was happening.

Lightning flashed, and thunder clapped applause for the show seconds later. Fat drops of rain blew in sideways, and the hunter made his first move. He crouched, hugging the treeline until he was closer to the rear of the house than the front. The police vessel, as he now understood it to be, was sitting there with the officer inside. When he was out of sight from the house’s windows, he ran toward the ship. A woman soaked and in need. From Amy’s memories, he knew this would work.

The man appeared to be shocked as he ran for the window, knocking on the glass of the compact ship.

He opened the door, which hinged upward. He was older, smelled less fresh up close. “Can I help you?” he asked.

The hunter found Amy’s voice. “My head. I hurt my head,” he said in his most feminine octave.

“Come in,” he said, moving over. The hunter stepped inside and gripped the knife behind his back as he entered. He kneeled low, letting the officer look at his head. It was an exact copy of the woman he’d consumed last night, and the man finally spoke. “Looks okay from here. Did you bump it?” the officer asked.

The hunter raised his head with a snap of his neck and felt the impact as it crushed the man’s nose. “Son of a …” The knife entered the man’s throat, and the hunter shoved the officer into the petite cockpit.

He didn’t feel the need to eat this one, so he stood a moment, watching the life bleed from the man. He couldn’t believe there had been a moment where he’d considered acclimating to their ways. He was so much more advanced than these pathetic creatures. Surely they were at least ten steps below him in the evolutionary charts.

He nudged the man’s arm with Amy’s black flats and found him lifeless. Good. One man down, one more to go.

The hunter wiped the blade on the officer’s shirt and slid it into his belt, covering it with Amy’s tunic.

There was no time to waste. The longer he waited, the higher the chance of being caught.

He exited the police ship and paced toward the house. His long black hair was dripping everywhere, and he wiped the water away with his left forearm. The porch was solid under the hunter’s steps, and soon he was at the door.

He breathed once, twice, three times, and knocked.

As the door opened, a muscular blond man with a beard answered, and a voice behind him was shouting.

“Slate! Lock the doors. If someone shows up, don’t let them in!” a man’s voice shouted through a speaker on the wall of the kitchen.

The hunter could smell his own scent throughout the home and found he already missed the place. It took a second for this Slate to comprehend the voice from the speaker and the woman standing in front of him. The hunter didn’t wait. He lunged forward with the metal knife, sinking it into the prey.


Twenty

“Slate! Do you hear me?” I shouted into my earpiece, but I didn’t receive an answer.

“This is bad,” Karo said. We were all running now. Reed had called for backup, but they hadn’t arrived yet. If Slate wasn’t answering… I couldn’t let myself think about it. My legs kept pumping, and my chest was beginning to burn. I hadn’t run this fast since I’d run the slopes of Machu Picchu years before, hoping to stop the Kalentrek from being turned off. Karo was making quick work of the roads, and Reed was holding her own, but Magnus and Leonard had fallen behind.

“We’ll stop it,” Karo said, his breath steady.

I didn’t reply, only kept running. It was at least ten minutes before we passed Magnus’ house, which sat in darkness, lights off in the downpour. I kept moving. The police lander Reed had promised to send was there, and she broke away from behind Karo and me, heading for the ship. I gripped my pistol in my hand and slowed. The front screen door flapped in the wind, and I blinked the dripping rainwater away from my eyes. I wanted to shout, to yell for Jules, but I also knew I might need the element of surprise.

____________

The hunter stepped over the lumbering body and moved toward the children. Acting in the form of Amy, they might not be as scared of him. He hid the knife and lifted his hands, using her calming voice. “It is okay. Your father sent me,” he said, glancing at the small girl with green eyes. She was wearing a dress with flowers on it, and she wasn’t crying like the other two. There were three dogs inside, each of them growling and barking at him. Them, he understood. He felt more akin to the dogs than the human whose shape he wore.

The boy put on a face of bravado and stood in front of the two girls. “Don’t come any closer! I’ll hurt you!” the boy said, and the hunter had to smile, baring his teeth.

The hunter moved forward with startling speed and slapped the boy. He flew to the side, an angry red welt already forming on his face. “I’m not here for you.”

He moved for the girl with the green eyes and heard footsteps on the front deck. “Carson’s dead,” a woman’s voice said over the thunder, the sound carrying into the living room. He had to be quick. They’d tracked him. The small dogs were underfoot, and he shoved one off with a light punt. Another grabbed his ankle, biting the pants. He ignored them. They couldn’t hurt him.

The hunter grabbed for the small girl, the one from the pictures, the one that lived in the house, but something terrible happened. She didn’t attempt to evade his grasp.

She let him take her tiny arm. She smiled, a devious look, and pressed her hand to his chest. Green energy shot from her palm in a steady flow, shooting him across the room. He screamed in pain and torment, and it was only when the girl’s father stepped into the house that she broke her concentration for a moment.

He had to escape, but he wasn’t leaving empty-handed. The green-eyed girl was running now, heading toward the front door. That left the other girl standing there, eyes as large as boulders, tears flowing like the rain outside. The hunter snatched her in his grip, and she bellowed as he exited the house.

Lightning flashed as he hit the ground on two feet, and he pushed through the agony in his chest and morphed his legs and one front arm so he could gallop away on three legs, holding the prize to his chest with the other. He heard shouting behind him as he entered the treeline, and didn’t stop until he returned to his secondary nest.

____________

“Jules!” I shouted and saw my little girl arrive instantly. Slate was on the floor, unmoving. I heard Reed call it in, requesting assistance urgently.

“Papa! Monster!” She pointed at the back door, and I scanned the room, seeing little Dean crumpled on the floor, but no Patrice.

“Honey, where’s Patty?” I asked. Karo went to Dean’s side and helped the boy up. He appeared to be okay, considering. The dogs were in a frenzy, all of them barking in synchronicity.

“Papa! Monster took Patty!” Jules’ eyes were glowing brightly, but her cheeks were dry, flushed with anger like my own. I glanced at Slate and felt rage fill my veins. This creature had been killing with no remorse all over New Spero, and now it had entered my home, stabbed my best friend, and taken Patty. It was going to die. Today.

I didn’t wait for anyone else. I ran through the house and out the door, which was left ajar. I followed the muddy footprints, which changed from two legs to something else, something alien.

“Dean! Where is she?” It was Magnus. They caught up to me at the treeline, where the evidence of footprints ceased to be so easy to spot.

I turned to my friend, my chin dipping toward my chest. “She’s gone. It took her.”

Magnus entered the trees, and I went with him. Karo and Reed joined us, and Leonard stayed behind with the kids. Already I heard sirens as two police landers arrived, followed by an emergency medical lander. If there was a chance for Slate to live, it was imperative they transport him to a hospital in minutes. I pushed the dread aside for now. I couldn’t help Slate, but I could help Patty.

Magnus moved like a man possessed. Karo pointed out prints on occasion as we jogged through the thick brush, and I was sure we were on the right track. It was booming above, the rain relentlessly dripping on us, even in the deep forest behind my home. By the time we broke from the trees once again, I was shivering, both from a chill and from my fried nerves.

If anything happened to Patty, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. I’d only started to know Magnus and Nat’s kids again, since they’d left for three years, and they were an absolute dream. Magnus and Natalia were the best parents I knew, and we had no options here. We had to be fast.

We stopped, scanning the farmer’s field. It was yellow canola, fully bloomed, and the scent was overwhelming mixed in with the rainstorm.

“Over here,” Reed said. The same odd three-footed tracks aimed across the field.

We ran again, this time faster than inside the dangerous forest. It only took a few minutes, and we were at the far edge. We passed another home; this one had lit-up windows, and a woman peered from behind the door. When she saw us approaching her land, she stepped out onto the porch, arms crossed over her chest.

“It went that way!” she shouted, pointing toward the barn a half mile away. “We’ve lost a few animals this week, but Philip thought they snuck out the fence.”

“Are you saying something is living in that barn?” I asked, coming closer. Magnus and Karo were moving for the structure.

The woman was old, and she shook as she hugged herself. “I think so. It wasn’t natural. I think it was carrying something. Hard to get a good look from here.”

“Thank you,” I said, and Reed nodded to her. She called in the location and requested more support. They’d be here in minutes, but I wasn’t sure Patty had that long.

Once again, I pressed away the ache in my side and legs and ran for the barn, trying to catch up to Magnus. He was like a bear protecting his cub, and I fully understood the feeling.

____________

The nest was comfortable, and the hunter thought about how lucky he’d been to escape. That girl, he knew she had power; he’d been able to tell from the scent of the house, and from the picture as well. How strong he could have become consuming her. It wasn’t to be, at least not yet.

“I want to go home,” his consolation prize said. He eyed her, morphing his legs to their human length, his arm bending and skin stretching as he popped it in front of him. Once again, he appeared to be Amy. The effort exhausted him, combined with the trauma of whatever green energy the other girl had sent through him. He wanted to sleep, but he had to deal with this one first.

He considered eating her, but he was full of his last meal, his stomach protruding. The hunter looked down to see a piece of bone from inside protruding through his skin. He groaned and pressed it back inside, blood spilling out through his soaked and tattered clothing.

He’d almost forgotten about the quiet girl, whose only noise was a muted sobbing. Her hair was muddy, plastered to her head, and he thought she might pass out. That would make things easier. He didn’t want to kill her yet – he preferred his meals fresh – but he wasn’t sure he had a choice.

“Why?” the girl asked, and he couldn’t answer, because she would never understand.

Because this is what I am, he thought as he moved across the room.

____________

Magnus arrived at the barn first, and he flung open the door. I was right behind him, and Karo sidled up beside me, ready to attack, but all we found was an empty space. Hay bales lined one wall, and Reed ran up to the loft; shortly after, she stood at the railing, shaking her head.

“Damn it, where is she?” Magnus asked.

Then it hit me. “I saw a storm cellar behind the house. She couldn’t have seen it enter from the front window.”

Reed took the lead, and I took a last glance around the barn to make sure we hadn’t missed anything. Outside, the storm raged on, and my pocket vibrated as we made for the back of the house. It was Mary, but I couldn’t talk to her right now. I couldn’t tell her what had happened until we resolved it. I let it ring, and eventually, the call ended. I hated leaving her hanging like that, and I began telling myself stories.

Mary was dying, the last remaining of their group, and she wanted to tell me she loved me one last time before she went. Mary was happy, successfully returning from her trip, she wanted to warn me she’d be home in an hour and that she was feeling like lasagne for dinner. The stories went on, a constant stream of possibilities as I neared the storm cellar doors.

The police landers were there, but without sirens, as Reed had requested. Half a dozen officers ran for us, and I knew it was time.

Magnus crouched low, his rifle in one hand, the other on the wooden door’s handle. He flung it open and didn’t hesitate. I saw him take the stairs, and I followed without question. It was musty here; it had the same scent as my house had held when I’d found the nest. This was it.

I heard the scream before I saw Patty. She was against a wall, and Amy’s form loomed over Magnus’ daughter, clutching her arm.

Magnus didn’t risk shooting the monster, not with his girl so close, so he lowered an elbow and charged the thing. It howled, a terrible noise, and let go of Patty as Magnus bowled it over.

Patty was already moving for me, and I grabbed her, passing her behind me to Karo, who rushed her up the steps.

It only took Amy a few moments to rebound to her feet, and already she was changing, shifting. Her face grew longer, the skin stretching out. Magnus kicked her in the side, and she howled again. Her arms grew thicker as her stomach shrank. It looked like the monster was storing spare parts inside its gut and using them to transform.

The monster, no longer resembling Amy, swung at Magnus and knocked his rifle to the ground. It kicked up dust from the dirt floor, and I grabbed the gun, tossing it behind me.

The room was dark, my flashlight giving the only illumination. Lightning flashed from outside, momentarily lighting the cramped space. I held the pistol in my hand, aiming toward the monster, but Magnus was too big, and he blocked my view.

Magnus punched it in the face, its snout shooting to the side, blood spilling from its face against the wall.

It lashed out, and I held the gun up, hoping for a clean shot. It struck Magnus in the head, then a quick shot to his stomach. He lurched over, his breath shooting out with a woof, and I had my chance.

Thunder boomed, and another flash of light coursed into the room. The monster’s eyes met mine for a second, slowing time. I almost understood it at that moment. It was an animal, doing what it had to do to survive.

Regardless, it had to die. I pulled the trigger, my pulse blast hitting it in the chest. I fired again, this one a head shot. The monster that had plagued New Spero for too long fell to the dirt floor, and Magnus didn’t scramble away. The monster let out a horrifying roar, then went silent, and Magnus pulled a knife from his boot and shoved it into the thing’s head.

“You okay?” I asked him. He took my outstretched hand, and I helped the big man to his feet. His head almost touched the ceiling.

“Where’s Patty?” he asked, his eyes wild. I hadn’t seen him so out of control before, and it was a terrifying sight.

“She’s fine. She’s outside. We did it, Mag. We did it,” I told him as he ran up the steps. When I emerged, three police officers went the opposite direction, and I stopped one of them. “This thing is dangerous, and we don’t know where it comes from. Don’t assume it’s dead. Contain it. And it can shapeshift, so don’t let it out of your sight.”

“Shapeshift?” The policeman’s eyes were wide.

“My suggestion… burn it.” I left them to it, and stepped outside to see Patty in her father’s big arms, crying into his neck. He was petting her wet hair, and softly whispering that she was okay.


Twenty-One

“Mary!” I said into the communicator.

“Dean, you didn’t answer. I always go to the worst place,” she said.

“You and me both. In this instance, you were almost right,” I told her.

“What do you mean?” she asked, her voice tense.

“You first. Where are you?” I asked.

“We found them. This world is amazing. I think if we ever figure this whole portal thing out, we have a new vacation spot,” she said, warmth in her tone.

I kicked my feet up on the coffee table. Jules was on my lap, sleeping soundly on my chest. “Vacation. I could use one of those. Tell me about it.” Maggie was on her side, snuggled up against my leg. Everyone had been through a rough day.

“Turquoise oceans, white sand beaches, it’s always eighty-five degrees, and the sun is just right. Mark my word, Parker, we’re coming here. How’s Jules?” she asked with a hint of concern.

“Sleeping on me as we speak,” I said.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Where are you?” I diverted.

“Shimmal. Dean, Ableen passed out during this last trip. I think the portals are at their end. Sarlun is coming with us to New Spero. He wants to talk to you, and fears the worst,” she said.

I thought about this. “If the portals go while he’s here, it will take him years to make it home,” I reminded her.

“He knows this. But he doesn’t want to risk us coming there with the Modifier, then using it again to bring you here. The fewer uses, the better at this point,” she said, and I couldn’t argue with the logic.

“Good. You’re coming home, then?” I asked, my heart fluttering a bit. I was nervous to tell her what had happened, but didn’t want it to be a surprise.

“Yes. We should be at Terran Five in a few hours,” Mary said. She knew something serious had happened. “Dean, tell me.”

“Slate’s in the hospital,” I told her.

“What? Is he all right?” she asked.

I hesitated, and she didn’t wait for me to answer. “What happened to him?”

“You remember the killer Leonard told us about?” I asked her. I wanted to do this in person, but I could give her part of the story. It wasn’t my place to worry Natalia about Patty being abducted.

“Of course.”

“It came to Terran One. It…” I didn’t know how to say this part. “It was living in our house while we were gone.”

A pause. I checked the device to make sure we hadn’t lost the connection. “It…was living in our home? How? Why?”

“I don’t know. It stole a lander from outside Terran Five and made for here. We think because we’re north of the city, straight from Five as the crow flies, that it landed and came to our house, seeing it was empty. We aren’t sure,” I said.

“And Slate?”

“He was stabbed.”

“What kind of creature was it? Was it Soloma?” she asked.

“Some kind of shapeshifter. I saw it transform.” Jules stirred on me, and I wrapped my arm around her, pulling the blanket up.

“Transform. Slate’s going to be fine?” she asked.

“He should be. The doctors are confident he’ll be good to go. We can visit him tomorrow,” I said. He’d lost a lot of blood, and it had taken some real next-level medical attention to revive him. I was so grateful for all the new technology we’d uncovered over the last decade.

“Don’t come for us. We’ll come home, and everyone can gather at the hospital tomorrow,” Mary said. It wasn’t a suggestion, it was an order.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“Don’t get smart with me, Dean,” Mary said with a laugh. “This shifter. It is dead, right?”

“It’s dead,” I admitted.

“Were you the one to kill it?” Her voice was soft, hopeful.

“I was. Well, Magnus did stab it, but I think it was dying.”

“Good. I’m glad it was you,” she told me. I wasn’t sure why, but likely because I’d avenged Slate, our good friend and ever-loyal guardian. Sometimes the strongest around us needed to be protected as well.

“Me too.” And in truth, I was glad I’d shot the monster.

“See you at home.”

“In a few hours,” I said. “Mary. Good work out there. When this portal business is resolved, let’s stop going on solo missions for a while, okay?”

“Haven’t I been saying that for ages?” she asked, and I agreed she had been.

“Maybe this exploration ship isn’t such a bad idea. What do you think?” I asked, knowing this wasn’t necessarily the time for that particular discussion.

“I think it’s a good idea too, as long as we’re all together. See you soon.”

She’d actually agreed with the concept of setting sail into the great unknown on an exploratory vessel. “Love you, Mary.”

“Same.”

The communication ended, and I stroked Jules’ hair softly, and in minutes, I was sleeping, dreaming of watching space through the viewscreen of our newest venture.

I awoke hours later. Light seeped through the windows, the start of another day. The doors were broken, propped shut with boxes, and I set Jules aside. She came to, green eyes sparkling as they blinked away the sleep. I sat up, my back cracking from the uncomfortable position I’d slept in. My legs were sore, and my hip ached as I stretched.

“Papa,” Jules said. She rubbed her eyes and stood up, tottering over toward the bathroom.

“Yes?” I asked.

“Potty,” she said, and I laughed. I was so happy she could do that herself already. She was truly a quick learner.

“What do you want to eat?” I asked her.

“Fluffy eggs!” she shouted from the bathroom.

“I want fluffy eggs too,” Karo said from the hallway. He’d slept on a cot, instead of trying to fit on Jules’ tiny mattress.

I heard the lander lowering to the ground and rushed to the front of the house. Maggie barked, and I kicked aside the box keeping my door shut and let her out. She ran at full speed toward Mary. The full entourage emerged from the lander. Sarlun waved, Suma beside him. Ableen was there, with Loweck walking behind her. Seeing them all lifted my spirits. I glanced at the hardwood beside the door, and even though I’d worked for half an hour to scrub Slate’s blood out, it was still stained dark brown, the color of rust.

“Mommy!” Jules was running past me, arms outstretched as she hit the grass. She was barefoot, her hair a mess of brown curls, and she had on her space ship pajamas.

Mary scooped her up and spun her around, kissing her repeatedly on the cheek. Jules giggled, and Maggie sprinted around the group in excited circles. It was quite the homecoming.

“We dropped Nat off at home first,” Mary told me.

I waved to them all as they neared the porch. I hugged Mary, and Karo was wrapping Ableen in his long arms. He whispered to her, things I couldn’t hear, but she smiled widely and embraced him in return.

“Sarlun, good to see you,” I said to the Shimmali man. He stared at me with black eyes, and his slender snout twitched from side to side.

“You as well, Dean Parker,” he said in English.

I stepped down, hugging Suma. “How are you doing? Keeping busy?”

She grinned. “I’m doing okay. How’s Slate?”

Everyone was watching me, collectively holding their breath. “I haven’t heard anything so far. There were no messages from the doctors.” I set a hand on Suma’s arm. “I think he’ll be fine. It would take something more than a maniacal shapeshifting alien to take down our friend.”

“Anyone hungry?” I asked, taking Mary’s pack from her shoulder.

“I could eat,” Sarlun said.

Loweck was the last to enter, and she was the first to notice the horrible stain on the floor. “Is that his?”

I nodded. “He’ll be all right. He was worried about you, you know.”

“He was?” Loweck met my gaze, her orange skin looking a little flushed.

“Yep. He’s going to be so glad to see you at the hospital,” I told her, and she nodded her thanks, entering our small house.

Mary sat with Jules at the kitchen table, chatting with our daughter as she drew on paper with crayons. Sarlun joined me by the stove as I prepared breakfast for our group.

“I’m worried about things, Dean,” Sarlun said quietly.

“When are we ever not worried?” I asked him.

“You know what I mean. Ableen said they’re in pain, they need to be released. What are we going to do? The Gatekeepers are old, established. Can we remain Gatekeepers without a gate to keep?”

I wasn’t sure if his question was rhetorical, so I answered it. “We can be anything we have to be. Planet keepers, peacekeepers, unity makers, I don’t know. A label is sometimes meant to be torn off,” I told him as I turned the gas burner off. “Eggs are done!” I slid the hash browns into a bowl and dropped a large serving spoon into them, setting it in the middle of the table.

“But how will we move around?” he asked.

“I have the portals from Fontem. We’ll figure out how to duplicate them. Clare will find a solution. At the very least, we can use one end from Shimmal to New Spero,” I told him.

He shook his head. “That’s too much to ask. You must have one from New Spero to Haven. That’s the only way. Haven needs to have the Heroes of Earth around. You, Dean Parker, are special. A Recaster, an inspiration, and, I hate to say it, a figurehead,” he said.

“You mean a guy they make statues of, even though he never does anything himself?” I asked, not loving the term figurehead.

“You misunderstand me. A symbol, then, of something more than wars and mistrust. You are the linchpin on the success of the Alliance of Worlds. Shimmal will survive without contact. We all need Haven to be the center of it all,” he said.

“Earth will be on its own then too,” Mary said from the table. Apparently, we’d raised our voices enough for the others to hear us.

“Earth is fine. They’re thriving there,” I said.

“Until the Empress decides to dissolve our deal,” Karo said.

“She won’t,” I said. I honestly believed that.

“Then it’s settled. Until you duplicate the portal sticks from Fontem, we link New Spero with Haven,” Sarlun said.

I wanted to tell them I had another set, that I had it locked away under my farmhouse on Earth. It led to the ship I’d fought Lom of Pleva on, the same ship that held my time-travel device.

“I want to stay on Haven,” Suma said from the table.

Sarlun’s dark eyes went wide. “Suma… we’ve talked about this.”

“But they’re building a Gatekeepers’ Academy there. I want to be part of it,” she said.

“A lot of use a Gatekeepers’ Academy will be without the portals,” her dad said.

“Sarlun, we’ll build an institution regardless. A place for any member of the Alliance of Worlds to send their children. We’ll unify through our children, building stronger bonds than us old guys could ever do,” I told him, getting a nod.

Sarlun sat with humility. “Very well. Suma, I won’t hold you back.”

Karo passed Ableen a plate and cleared his throat. “Dean, have you told them where we have to go?”

I realized I hadn’t yet. “No.” All eyes met mine as I stood there, about to tell Mary I was going to leave her side once again, one last time. “Bear in mind, we’ll have the portal device to transport home when I tell you this.”

Mary grabbed for Jules’ hand. “Go ahead,” she urged me.

“Karo said the main portal power source is on their home world.” I stopped when Ableen gasped. “We have to shut it off there. We’ll use the methods we utilized on Sterona when I pulled them out to help me fight the Iskios. It should disable the entire series of portals, freeing the Theos once and for all.”

“When? When will you go?” Sarlun asked.

“As soon as we’re done with the hospital. We’ll bring everyone to their final destinations first, so no one is stranded here when the portals are deactivated,” I said.

“If you bring the portal device with you, how will we link it to Haven?” Suma asked. She was a smart one. “One end will be anchored to New Spero, the other to the Theos world.”

She had a good point. I couldn’t disable the one where the Theos lived. Tough choices. “Then Karo and I will await a vessel to pick us up.”

Mary stood up, nearly knocking her plate over. “No way. You are not waiting out there for a space ship to come get you. Do you have any idea how far away their planet is?”

Truthfully, I didn’t. Karo answered, “The wormhole drives could move there quickly.”

“But then you risk the time dilation on the way home. No. No way.” Mary’s arms were crossed. “What about Dubs? Can we send him through to release the Theos?”

“Someone organic has to bring him across, plus I don’t think it would work with a robot anyway. I promised I’d do this, and I have to stick to my word,” I said.

Ableen spoke up for the first time. “Karo and I can do it. We can go, and fulfill your promise.”

“But you’ll be stranded there,” I said.

She shrugged. “Maybe that’s our purpose. Karo waited for you to show up for centuries. I was frozen in time aboard the Collector’s ship. We were meant to be here together to release our people. Perhaps we can start again.” She slipped her hand into Karo’s, and he smiled dotingly at her.

“I don’t like it,” I said, poking at my eggs.

Mary glared at me. “You don’t have to, Dean.”

“Ableen is right. It’s up to us to make this right,” he said.

“Well, let’s eat and meet Magnus and Nat at the hospital. Slate needs to see us.” I changed the subject. I hated to think about Karo leaving our lives for good. He’d become a great friend: someone to rely on, and I’d miss our late-night discussions over cold pizza.

Jules ate a few bites of her breakfast and continued drawing a picture. I tried to understand what I was seeing, but couldn’t. It looked like blue squiggles coming from a planet, or maybe a rock. Mary glanced at the paper and smiled at our daughter. She still didn’t know about Patty. I had to tell them, knowing Magnus would have told Nat by now.

“There’s something else I need to tell you about last night,” I said, and everyone stopped their quiet chatter and eating. All eyes focused on me standing at the kitchen island. “Slate was stabbed by the monster, but we didn’t catch it here. It took Patty and escaped.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me this already?” Mary asked.

“Because you were with Nat and I didn’t want to freak her out. It wasn’t going to help anyone,” I told her.

“Is Patty okay?” Sarlun asked.

I nodded. “She’s going to be fine. She’s shaken up, as you can expect.”

“I assume this means our friend and fellow Gatekeeper Soloma is no longer alive?” Sarlun asked.

“No. They’re doing the autopsy today, but we think this creature eats his victims, and then shifts into them. It’s really quite amazing…” I stopped. It was an interesting biological trait, but this wasn’t the time or the place to discuss it. “Anyway, we killed it, and Patty is safe.”

Jules smiled at me. “Papa. Lady wanted me.”

Mary leaned forward. “What did you say?”

“Lady wanted me. Bad lady.” Jules’ attention returned to her coloring.

I crouched beside her. “What are you telling us?”

“I stop her.” Jules stuck out a palm and smiled. She wasn’t making any sense.

“Who knows what’s going on in there?” Mary rubbed Jules’ head lightly. “I’m glad you’re all safe.”

Breakfast ended, and Karo and I took turns getting ready. When I emerged from the bathroom with fresh pants and a polo on, Mary was on the couch combing Jules’ hair. The others were outside.

“I can’t believe this thing was in our home. I feel so… violated. I’m not sure I can stay here,” Mary said.

I glanced around, taking in our first real home together. We’d lived at my old house on Earth after the Event, and even in her small apartment for a while, but neither had felt like our home. This… this was a Godsend after we arrived at New Spero. We’d grown our first garden here. We celebrated anniversaries, birthdays… we were married here.

I peered outside, seeing Sarlun in my yard, and I recalled the moment he’d asked us to become Gatekeepers. This house was us, and I wasn’t sure I could part with it. “We can talk about it,” I said. We had a home on Earth and one on Haven too, but I knew Mary loved this house as much as I did. Jules too.

Maggie was beside Mary, and she set the brush down and stroked Maggie’s coat. “I can smell it. Can you smell it?”

I could. “It’ll go away.” I saw the bloodstain and pictured Slate’s big body on the floor, the dogs barking, Patty missing, and sighed. “Maybe you’re right. This might be too much.”

“Let’s go make sure Slate is all right. Come on, Team Parker,” Mary said with a smile, and we brought Maggie with us. Everyone filed into the lander, and we headed for the city.


Twenty-Two

The lights were dim as Mary and I headed into the hospital room with Jules between us. Maggie tried to follow us in, but Suma took hold of her leash, keeping her in the hallway. We were the first to visit Slate, or so we thought. Reed’s shadowy form was slouched on the chair beside the bed.

I cleared my throat, waking her up, and she stood up fast, ready to defend herself or Slate, I wasn’t sure.

“Dean! I must have fallen asleep.” Her short hair was wild, bags under her eyes. She peeked over at Slate, who was still out. Machines beeped softly and consistently.

“Reed, this is my wife, Mary. And you remember Jules,” I said.

“Pleased to meet you.” Reed stuck her hand out, and Mary pulled her into a hug.

“Thanks for looking after my brood while I was gone,” she said, letting the policewoman go after a few seconds.

“Anytime. They’re a good bunch,” Reed said. “I’ll let you guys have some privacy.”

“You should get some sleep. We’ll make sure to keep you posted,” I told her, and she nodded.

“Thanks,” Reed said as she left the room. I heard Magnus’ booming voice greet her from the hallway.

“Slate, buddy,” I said, standing beside him on the bed. He seemed older lying there unconscious. The door opened, and a nurse stepped in.

“Hi. Any news?” Mary asked her.

The nurse smiled. “He’s had a good night, but he’s not out of the woods yet. We managed to give him a transfusion, and he’s taking to it,” she told us.

“Don’t we have things to speed this up?” I asked. Slate was too weak, too helpless. It was weird seeing people you love in the hospital. No matter the circumstances, they always seemed like a shell of their real selves there. Slate was a larger-than-life hero, not… I couldn’t finish my thought. I turned from the nurse, too ashamed to let her see me upset.

“We’ve stitched him, and the wounds are clean. He should be fine, but as I said, he lost a lot of blood. Last night, his heart stopped beating for almost a minute, but we were able to revive him,” she said. This was news to me.

I grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. Jules snuck up beside me and reached for Slate too. She found a finger and held on. “Zeke. Zeke, wake up. Play.”

Mary cried now, and I couldn’t help but feel the onslaught of emotion. After everything the two of us had been through, there was nothing I could do for him.

Jules looked up at me, not understanding why Slate wasn’t responding.

“He’s sleeping, honey,” I told her, but she seemed to comprehend there was something else going on. She glanced at the machines, and then at me and her mother.

“We can help,” Jules said, reaching for Slate again.

Mary picked her up, scooting her away. Jules kept reaching for Slate, but she held our daughter at a distance. “He’s sick and sleeping. We can’t wake him.”

There was a knock on the door, and Magnus peeked his head in. “Come on in, we’re heading out.” I stayed beside Slate for a moment, watching his chest rise and fall. He was my brother, and I couldn’t bear the idea of losing him. It wasn’t his time.

“Papa. We can help,” Jules said again, big fat tears dropping down her round cheeks.

“I know we can. I know,” I said, letting Magnus and Natalia by. He stopped and grabbed hold of my arm.

“Dean, Patty said she saw Jules do something at the house,” he whispered so no one else could hear.

My heart raced. “What?”

“She doesn’t know. She thinks the monster was after Jules, though, and your girl stopped it,” he said.

“How, Magnus? How?” I asked, and he shook his head.

“You know what it’s like asking a little kid to describe what she saw. I just wanted you to know,” he said.

Nat was angry, I could see it in her eyes, but they softened as they lay on Slate’s form. We left them alone in the hospital room, and joined the others in the waiting area.

I didn’t think there was anything my Jules could have done to prevent being attacked by the shapeshifter. It was too powerful, and she was only a tiny girl. I set the worry aside. It was over.

Leonard sat beside Suma, chatting with her. Sarlun was speaking with Loweck, and Karo and Ableen were farther down the hallway. Reed was gone.

Ableen waved and walked over, stopping in front of us. Karo spoke for them. “Dean, it’s time. We have to go. Ableen can feel them from here,” he said.

I was exhausted. My best friend was in critical condition on the other side of the door behind me, and my wife had only been home for a day. I nodded and saw Mary do the same.

“We’ll see you off,” she said, holding Jules protectively in her arms.

____________

It was far too soon to be heading to the portals. Karo didn’t bring much with him. I remembered the home he’d lived on at the Theos world, and the fact that he’d been able to make pizza there. They had technology that read minds, and even Karo didn’t fully understand how he’d survived for so many years in solitude.

He was going home now, no longer alone. He had Ableen, the tall white-haired woman, at his side. Magnus and Nat stayed at the hospital, along with Leonard and Loweck. It was only Mary, Jules, and me to send Karo and Ableen away.

We kept pace with them through the tunnels outside of Terran Five, and stopped at the portal room doorway. I passed the Crystal Map and the Modifier to Karo, holding in the emotions coursing through me.

“Wait. Dean, you need to set up the other end of your device at Haven first,” Karo said, eyes wide. We’d almost forgotten, amongst all the day’s stressful events.

I turned to Mary, pursing my lips. “I have to go do this. Can you wait for me? Hopefully, it only takes a minute.”

“I know. Go ahead. Please hurry,” she told me.

Karo leaned toward Ableen. “I’ll accompany Dean, then we can leave for home.” Home. Her eyes brightened at the word.

The last male Theos and I entered the portal room. It was the first place I’d been drawn to all those years ago. I remembered the fever, the near-possession driving me to enter the caves and find the thrumming portals. The Theos had called to me. They’d directed me to them that day, and Regnig thought it was because of his label for me: a Recaster. Someone who changed the universe and had events bend around. It wasn’t always good, nor always bad, but things altered wherever I went.

Ableen whimpered from the entrance as the crystal began glowing. The symbols on the walls illuminated, and the table powered up. We attached the devices, and I fought the urge to go don an EVA. The stones hadn’t failed us yet, not with the use of the Modifier we’d received from J-NAK on the robot world.

I smiled at my family, and Karo at Ableen, and we activated the portal. This would be the last return trip I took through them, and I wondered how many times I’d used the tools.

We arrived at the room on New Spero, and I was glad this time there hadn’t been a version of myself floating in white light, giving me ominous messages from the future.

“Will you set it up here?” Karo asked.

I pulled the one end of the portal device from my pocket and stepped out of the room, making for the hallway. This would make more sense. A smaller area.

My arm console buzzed. Now that I was within range on Haven, half a dozen messages flew into my computer, and I opened the window. Five urgent notifications from Leslie, three from Terrance. They would have known I couldn’t reply from home, but I would have received them eventually, even all the way at New Spero.

“What is it?” Karo asked, peering over my shoulder to read them as I opened the messages.

“The school. It’s been bombed,” I told him.

“The Gatekeepers’ Academy?” he asked.

“The very same.” There were no details about injuries or damages. “Karo, do you mind if we take a moment to divert your mission? I need to see what happened.”

Karo nodded toward the exit. “I want to know too. My home world will be there in an hour,” he said, and we left the halls, emerging into a chilly autumn-like day on Haven.

I grabbed the communicator and relayed the information to Mary. She told me they’d wait for us outside the tunnels on New Spero.

“Leslie. Come in. Terrance. It’s Dean.” I tapped my earpiece.

“Dean? Thank God. There’s a lander there waiting for you,” Leslie said.

“How did you know I was coming?” I asked.

“We didn’t. We’ve sealed the portal and knew the only person coming through would be you.” I glanced over to see the door shut and a blue energy barrier around it. We couldn’t leave if we wanted to. “Don’t worry,” Leslie said. “We’ll give you the biometric code to leave after.”

“Where do you want to meet?” I asked her.

“At the school. We’re there already,” she said, and I could detect the panic in her voice.

I ended the call and looked over at Karo. “This isn’t good.”

He didn’t speak as we entered the lander, but waved me into the pilot’s seat. I was glad I’d learned to fly these things, because I’d needed to use them on a few occasions. The trip didn’t take long, but the damage was evident as soon as we neared the outskirts of the main city. We’d placed the school close enough to the growing city, but far enough to keep it away from the expansion, which meant it was ten miles from the city limits.

The ground was pocked with holes: big ones, carved into the grassy fields behind the structure. From here, it appeared that the Gatekeepers’ Academy was intact, but as I came closer, I saw the entire east wing had been decimated. It was nothing but rubble and charred rocks. My stomach sank.

We’d been doing so well lately. The planets had been thriving. We’d had peace for a few years, other than the odd run-in with some powerhouse, and we’d even delivered Fortune, the Keppe ship Magnus had been captaining, from another dimension. Now the trials and tribulations of attempting to expand into a dangerous universe were rearing their ugly faces.

“Who could have done this?” Karo asked as we lowered toward the main building. There were half a dozen landers outside the front of the school, and I recognized Leslie and Terrance standing at the stairs leading to the Gatekeepers’ Academy. A Kraski ship sat at the edge of the parking pad. I was sure I’d been in that ship before.

“I don’t know, but I expect we’re about to find out.” I settled the lander to the concrete pad, beside the other vehicles, and soon we were outside, the cold wind biting at our faces.

“Dean!” Leslie shouted, waving us over.

I hadn’t visited here in a long time, but the progress was impressive. From here, you couldn’t tell the school had been attacked. I recognized the structures from the model image we’d pored over for the last year or so. Even now, drones hovered around the region, and I expected these ones were security rather than worker drones.

Leslie appeared tired, and we hugged. For a brief moment, I saw my ex-wife in her eyes, the sick one on her deathbed. Leslie’s eyes were sunken, her skin taut. I leaned in and whispered, “Are you okay?”

She gripped my forearm and squeezed it. “I’m fine. I haven’t been sleeping much, that’s all.”

Terrance shook my hand, and then Karo’s. “Glad to see you two. Everything good?” He studied me, then Karo, who shrugged.

“We’re about to shut off the portals,” Karo told them point-blank.

Terrance hung his head and let out a deep breath. “That’s… unfortunate. We knew it might come to this, though.”

“I’m going to place my portal device inside the halls so we can move between New Spero and Haven.” Their eyes lit up at this piece of news.

“Good. We need the trade. Out here, we have access to a few other worlds, some of our Alliance members. The Padlog are close enough to trade, as are the Inlor. Even the Bhlat to some extent, if we count their colonies,” Terrance said. “This can work. Dean, tell me this is feasible.”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “This will work.” I turned to the school and marveled at the lettering spelling out the words Gatekeepers’ Academy in blue crystals. It was amazing. “What happened here?”

Leslie perched on the stone steps, and we joined her, sitting in a row, looking out to the fields beyond. “They came in the dark of night. Somehow they disabled our perimeter alerts in orbit. Their ships lowered, blasting the school. Good thing we had a Bhlat envoy visiting. They were preparing their vessels for takeoff when the attack hit.”

I gulped. “Does this mean we fended off the incursion?”

“There were three ships. The Bhlat lost one in a dogfight, but we took them down. No survivors,” Terrance said.

“Then who were they?” Karo asked.

“We don’t know. We ran the specs from our camera feeds through every system we have, and they’re an unknown. None of the Alliance knows where they come from, or have seen their type before. We have bodies, but they’re hardly in one piece. We’re trying to determine their origin,” Terrance told us.

“Seriously? No one has a record of these guys? They’re organic?” I asked.

“Yep. Like I said, the Bhlat did quite a number on them. We have samples, but it wasn’t much more than blood by the time we got to them,” Terrance finished.

“So what now?” Karo asked.

“Well, we’ve set up some serious defense in orbit. The Inlor, the Bhlat, the Padlog, and the Keppe have offered a war vessel each to stand guard. I doubt anyone would be foolish enough to come without expecting a battle they’d struggle to win. We’ve also added ground defenses from the Molariuns. We can shoot a rock the size of your head from three thousand kilometers away,” Leslie said, smiling.

I patted my head. “Please don’t tell me that. When was the attack?”

“Two nights ago,” Leslie said.

“How much damage?”

“The east wing is gone. That’s the arts section.” Leslie stood and walked over to a double bench golf cart-type vehicle. “Come on, we’ll show you.”

I glanced at Karo, hoping he was okay with the delay. He didn’t seem overly concerned, so we jumped in, allowing Leslie to drive us onto the roadways, through the school.

“You think they were targeting the school because of its purpose?” I asked through the wind. My cheeks were red and tight in the chilly air.

“We have to assume that’s the case. They don’t want the Gatekeepers’ Academy to exist,” Terrance staid from the front bench.

“Well, we’re going to have to rethink things now that the portals will be dead,” I told them.

“There will be need for shared education. And our purpose was higher than the Gatekeepers alone, right?” Leslie asked.

“That’s right. It’s about the children of our Alliance of Worlds learning and growing up cohesively. It’s the first step to a new universe. One with less hostility and borders,” I said, knowing it was only a small step. As with old Earth, there would always be differences among people, aliens, and anything in between.

The school was made from earthy materials: stone, brick, crystals, and it was done with the expertise of an architect from Shimmal. The work was so tasteful, and I squinted, picturing my own daughter around ten years old, walking the sidewalks with a backpack, giggling with Patty as they headed to classes for the day.

We headed past a courtyard, water fountains, and concrete sitting areas made for a great place to have lunch on a sunny patio. Today was not that day, and I hugged myself trying to stay warm. We drove past an immense gymnasium with dark walls. Leslie stopped and pressed a button on her arm console. The glass walls slowly lightened as the tint dissipated, until they were clear and we could see inside the gym.

“That’s a nice feature,” Karo said.

Inside, a few robots were laying floor down. We kept moving until we found the destruction. The sidewalks were torn, rubble everywhere, and I noticed pieces of a space ship were littered among the debris. The building was cleanly torn apart at a corridor from off the gymnasium, and I guessed they’d destroyed at least thirty thousand square feet of construction.

“It’s going to delay the building by a good six months, maybe a year,” Leslie said.

“Better to do it right and be safe.” We stopped, and I stepped out, walking over to a crater in the ground. It was at least forty feet deep, and I shook my head in awe. I couldn’t believe some unknown entity had come to Haven attempting to destroy our school.

“That’s it. We wanted you to see it. If you need to go, we won’t keep you any longer. Set up the portal, and we’ll keep in contact with each other. We need you on board with what we’re doing here, Dean. Maybe you can come stay on Haven full time?” Leslie asked, her voice hopeful.

Mary and I had been talking about moving from our place on New Spero, but I couldn’t commit to anything quite yet. “We’ll see. All I know is we’re going to miss Karo, but part of me is okay with hanging up my portal-hopping boots. I’ve seen more than enough excitement for ten lifetimes,” I said with a smile.

“We can make a real pencil-pusher of you here, Dean,” Terrance said, grinning widely.

“Ah, the good old days,” I said.

“Let’s take you to the lander,” Leslie said. “Karo, we’re going to miss you too.” He’d spent a good chunk of time living with Leslie and Terrance after we’d first found him alone on his home world, and they’d grown close. Karo had that effect on anyone he was around. He was so affable, and he made a mean dinner too.

“You have been gracious hosts, and what you’re doing here on Haven is not only admirable, it’s inspiring.” Karo hugged them each, and we settled into the cart.

Seconds after we started driving to the front of the school, alarms blared out around us, and I caught Terrance looking up to the sky. “You have to be kidding me,” he said.

“What is it?” Karo asked.

“They’re back. And they brought friends.”


Twenty-Three

“What’s happening? How many?” I asked, wishing I had more information.

Leslie tapped her earpiece, nodding her head to words I couldn’t hear. “Twenty enemy vessels have approached Haven. Our defenses are ready, the orbital team is in place. We’re under attack,” she relayed to us. She pushed the cart to the limit as we raced toward the parked ships.

“You guys can take the lander and leave. Go do what you need to do, and Karo, be safe. Take care of Ableen, and yourself for that matter!” Terrance shouted over the sirens and gusting wind. Small flakes of snow began to fall around us.

Karo and I exchanged a look at the same time, and he spoke for us. “I think not. We’re taking the Kraski ship and joining the fight.”

Leslie slammed on the brakes, and we skidded to a halt beside our lander. “Are you sure?” she asked.

“We’re sure.” I hopped off and opened the Kraski ship from the outside, running up the lowering ramp. The four of us entered the ship, and I was glad for the reprieve from the looming winter storm. I had the feeling we were about to enter a different kind of storm, one far more deadly than falling flakes.

I ran to the bridge and was startled to see a familiar face.

“Hello, Captain. Are we joining the defense?” Dubs asked from the pilot’s seat.

“Hey, W. Great to see you,” I told him. “Take us up!”

We gathered on the bridge, and Terrance took over the weapon helm position. The gray sky raced toward us, and seconds later, we burst through Haven’s atmosphere. I checked the radar to get the lay of the land. Twenty red triangle icons were heading for the world, and we only had five green squares in line to defend against their arrival.

“Can we stop them?” I asked, not knowing what kind of weapons systems the enemy held.

“Captain, I’m intercepting a transmission,” Dubs said, and I cringed at his casual use of the title Captain for me.

“Play it,” I told him.

“Haven, this is Admiral Yope of Starbound. We are on the way but won’t arrive until twenty minutes after the attackers do. Stand firm and we’ll cover you,” Yope said, and I had to smile. I hadn’t seen the man in a long time. I recalled the way he looked at me the first time we’d met. He sure hadn’t liked me for some reason.

Now he might be our saving grace. “We only have to deflect them for twenty minutes. How hard can that be?” I asked.

“They’ll try to spread out, enter the atmosphere. They won’t know about our suborbital defense systems, so we should be able to blast them out of the sky upon entry if they make it that far,” Leslie said. Her eyes half-closed, as if she was calculating a complex math problem and on the verge of a breakthrough.

“Captain, I’ve set the countdown timer according to the message,” Dubs said, and I observed the top right corner of the viewscreen. The digital numbers ticked silently. It showed eighteen minutes and thirty-seven seconds now.

“How long before they’re within firing range?” Karo asked.

Terrance ran the numbers. “Three minutes.”

I had an idea. I wasn’t sure we could fend off this many vessels with only five of our own, and even if the suborbital weapons worked, they might not be able to counter all of the enemies in time. We couldn’t afford for the school to be destroyed, or even worse; an attack on our cities would be devastating. No other races would set foot on Haven again if that occurred. We had to take a risk.

“Dubs, fly us out. Move to the side of them… here.” I pointed at the radar, and he nodded.

“Dean, are you sure? Maybe we should stand firm,” Leslie said.

“Trust me. We’ll be able to divert a few of them.” I almost laughed, thinking about Slate’s erratic flying while being chased around New Spero when we’d first arrived. “And worst case, they don’t veer off, but we have a clear line at their cluster from behind.”

“It’ll work,” Terrance agreed, and Dubs started forward. The red icons were blinking nearer, especially as we raced away from orbit.

Terrance opened the line to the other allies and advised them of what we were doing. The Padlog ship took our lead and accelerated away from the rest of the defenders, moving to flank the enemy from the opposite side.

The clock continued its descent. It was at sixteen minutes and counting. “Almost in range,” Terrance said, and he fired toward the enemy with a pulse cannon as soon as his screen flashed green. He let loose another five volleys, and as luck would have it, one of the red icons vanished from the radar. “I was trying to surprise them. But I’ll take it,” he said.

“I think that made them angry.” I pointed at the viewscreen, where Dubs had zoomed the thousand kilometers to see the vessels. Five of them veered off toward us. Another five were moving toward the Padlog ship a thousand klicks the other way, leaving nine moving toward Haven.

“It’s working,” Leslie said. She grinned until the realization hit her. “They’re coming for us. We can’t fight five of them.”

“You’re forgetting something,” I told her.

“What?”

“Dubs, engage the cloaking shield,” I told the robot in the pilot’s chair.

“Engaged, Captain.” Our image blinked out on the radar, and the five vessels kept moving toward our previous location.

“Let’s position ourselves behind them,” I ordered, and Dubs swung our vessel around, letting the enemy ships pass through before following the vessels. “We only have one shot at this. Once we fire, they’ll know where we are.”

I took a look at the ships through the viewscreen. They were triangles, almost like the stealth bombers I had models of in my room as a child. My dad and I had bought the kits, and after hours of gluing and painting, we’d each sported a bomber. He’d let me keep both of them.

These enemy ships were black as midnight, sleek and pointed. They moved quickly, efficiently, and I wondered what kind of creature lay behind the controls.

“I have a lock on two of them,” Terrance said.

I glanced at the radar and noticed one of the red icons was gone from near the Padlog, but the insectoid ship was in full fleeing mode, four enemy ships right on its tail. I silently wished our allies luck.

The timer was down to nine minutes. Terrance’s nostrils flared as he waited for the go-ahead.

“Fire!” I shouted, and he tapped the console.

As soon as the cannons were off, Dubs arced the ship away, leaving the remaining three vessels scattering.

“They’ve arrived. We’re going to hold them off…” The message from the Bhlat ship cut off as the nine enemies neared Haven. Two of them snuck past our defenses, moving toward the atmosphere.

Leslie was on her earpiece. “Take them down! Take them down!”

Dubs had another enemy in sight, and Terrance fired, hitting the glowing shield once before penetrating the defenses and blasting it to nothing. Then there were two.

“Captain, the Padlog vessel has been destroyed,” Dubs said solemnly, and I saw the remaining four enemy ships change trajectory as they moved to join their initial cluster around Haven.

“Damn it!” I yelled. “We have to join them. Take us there.”

Dubs shot us around, and raced toward Haven with the cloak activated. The two remaining vessels wandered around aimlessly, expecting to be attacked by a ghost.

By the time we were within firing range, the clock was at three minutes, and there were twelve ships left.

“The ground defenses are working. Another is trying to break through,” Leslie said.

I spotted the Bhlat ship in the viewer now, and it bombarded the incoming fleet with everything it had, but there were too many of the enemies. Terrance shot at them, destroying one, then two more of the black triangle ships, but it wasn’t enough to save the Bhlat. Their vessel exploded, a small piece at first, which escalated into a million fragments.

We were left beside an Inlorian warship and a Keppe vessel, neither of which had enough firepower to stop the coming vessels. Terrance continued firing, but our friend’s shields were being decimated.

“Captain, they’re here.” Dubs veered us away, and I smiled grimly as Starbound arrived. The larger than life exploratory vessel fired ten beams at once, each striking its target with ease. Blue spheres shot out from the ship’s underbelly, and seconds later, there were no more enemy ships around.

The Keppe ship and the Inlorian vessel were intact.

“Dubs, connect to the Starbound.” I stood at the viewer, and Yope appeared on the screen.

“I don’t know if I should be surprised to find you here, Dean Parker,” Yope said with a smile.

“You saved our bacon today, Admiral. Thank you,” I told him.

“Lucky timing. We were returning from our mission, and I decided to stop by this Haven I keep hearing everyone talk about.” A Keppe woman marched over to Yope and whispered in his ear. “It looks like the Inlor need some help. Their life support and thrusters are inactive. We’ll send help. See you on the surface?” Yope was being far more friendly than usual. Maybe the time exploring the universe again had given him a new outlook on life.

“See you there,” I told him, and Dubs cut the line.

One of the black vessels was intact, and it sat there lifelessly in space. “Let’s beam on board. We need to know who we’re up against,” I said, and Dubs flipped the cloak off and activated the tractor beam.

“Commencing lock,” Dubs said, and we all collectively breathed a sigh of relief. No one had been harmed on the surface, and we’d suffered some casualties. Between the Padlog and Bhlat ships, I guessed that thirty or so of our finest had perished today, and those numbers were unforgivable. Any life taken was unforgivable in my books.

____________

Snow fell in droves now, covering our lander as we emerged from the ship. The enemy ship had sat there idly for two hours while ground teams cleared it. They claimed nothing was alive on board, but we weren’t taking any chances. I was in an armored EVA, and so was Karo.

“One last day of adventures for us, right, Dean?” Karo took long strides as he advanced toward the ship we were about to enter.

“For old time’s sake,” I told him. I’d called Mary to let her know what happened, and she understood the delay. She agreed we needed to see the inside with our own eyes, so we stuck around. On the plus side, I was able to spend a few more hours with Karo before the inevitable happened.

Terrance met us at the entrance to the ship. It was smaller than I’d initially thought. Seeing things zoomed in on the viewscreen in space as you’re racing the opposite direction often gives the wrong impression.

Still, it stood about twenty meters from top to bottom, and at least a hundred meters from nose to thrusters. The entrance was at the side, near the belly, and a half-dozen armed Bhlat stood at the doorway, waving us inside.

“They’re not messing around,” Karo said as we stepped past them.

“Nope.” I set foot into the ship, and felt like I’d been transported to a distant world. Everything was matte black inside: the walls, the floors, the ceiling. My boots clanked over the dark metal grates that made up the corridor, and Karo was granted enough head room inside here to not have to duck like he was used to.

“Where are they?” I asked a Bhlat inside. He pointed to the hall and tilted his finger to the left. “Thanks.”

I took the lead, Karo close behind, and Terrance was after him, taking his time as he examined his surroundings. We stopped at a computer integrated into the wall, but the ship’s power was off.

“I can’t wait until we can dissect this and find out where they come from,” he said. “We’re bringing in a secondary power source today to see if we can’t breathe some life into the ship.”

I would be long gone by the time that arrived. I took the first left doorway and saw the aliens. Two of them lay on the ground, dead. “What killed them? I don’t think the life support could have failed that quickly.”

They were wearing all black; thick padding covered their bodies. Their heads… that was where it became troublesome. I staggered back as white dots speckled my vision.

“Dean, what is it?” Karo asked, stabilizing me.

“Look.” I pointed at one of the aliens, and Karo’s eyes jumped open.

“They’re…”

“They look human,” I said. I knelt between the bodies. One was a woman, her black hair shorn short. She had a tattoo under her eye: three dark lines curving like a saber. The man had the same tattoo. He was scruffier, his hair shaggy, his face unshaven.

“Dean, remember, we look human too, but the hybrids aren’t, fully,” Terrance said from the doorway. He was right, but it bothered me that the attackers seemed so much like us.

“We’ll find out soon enough. I take it there’s a DNA sample being analyzed?” I asked.

Terrance nodded. “Already on it.”

We toured the dark ship, our suits giving us the light we needed to see. We found twenty more dead bodies, none showing signs of trauma, leaving me to think their deaths were by choice. “I think an autopsy will find they took their own lives with some sort of pill.”

Karo nodded. “Likely.”

After seeing all of these tattooed-faced human lookalikes, I needed to get off the ship and out of the EVA. My breaths were coming quick and shallow.

I left the other two behind, moving past the Bhlat guards and outside into the night. Snow fell harder now, and I recognized a man waiting in a lander nearby. Admiral Yope waved me over.

I entered the small ship and he shut the door. “Cold as ice.” He outstretched his hand, and I shook it after popping my helmet off and setting it on a bench. “Dean Parker. I’d say it’s good to see you, but under the circumstances…”

“Same here. You were gone a while,” I told him.

“Yes. We saw some wonderful things, but I think it’s time I retire from the stars. There are more pressing matters at home,” he said wistfully.

I met his gaze. “Like Kimtra?” I asked, mentioning the smart woman he used to be involved with.

He nodded. “Like Kimtra. Very astute of you.”

“Before I go, I wanted to throw something at you, Admiral,” I said.

“Please.”

I told him about the exploration ship we wanted to build, and advised him that Magnus would be taking the helm. I wasn’t sure if Magnus had actually believed me, but I was going to make it a reality.

“We can help expedite that project for you. Do you want to build it here?” he asked.

“Haven would be best.”

“The Keppe will happily trade the supplies needed, as well as leave you our blueprints. From the sounds of it, you have a few ideas of your own. Our base models are quite adaptable,” he said.

Even after the crazy day of loss and victory, I was excited by this prospect. I sat down, and Yope joined me.

“Dean, you look tired,” he said.

“I’ve been through a lot recently.”

“I heard about you finding Magnus and Fortune out there. Thank you for bringing our people home,” he said.

“It’s more than that.” I told him about the Gatekeepers, and the portals failing. Yope was surprised to hear it, and he almost stood up when I described the altercation at the prison world, then the shapeshifting animal that had taken Magnus’ daughter.

“You have been through a lot. I think time on an exploratory ship is exactly what you and your family need,” he said.

We chatted for a few more minutes, but eventually, I had to see Karo off. After a quick goodbye to Yope, I found Karo waiting for me in our lander.

I greeted him, and he forced a smile. “Ready to go?” he asked.

I wasn’t, but I pushed the worry about the future aside for the moment. I shoved away the fear of seeing human faces on the strange new enemy’s ship, and focused on the task at hand.

“I’m ready. What a day. We weren’t expecting this.” I laughed, and he joined me, the sort of hysterical sound you could only emit after too many hours awake.

By the time we arrived at the portals, we sat silent. They’d programmed the lock remotely to my DNA so I could gain access, and the door opened to my touch. I headed for the portal room, Karo beside me, and I paused in the doorway, placing my pen-sized device from Fontem’s collection on the ground. The light emerged from it, sealing against the walls and ceiling before vanishing from sight.

“All set,” I told him, and we were soon basking in the light of the portals. My very last trip through one, and his second to last.


Twenty-Four

“Papa!” Jules ran toward me, hugging my legs as we emerged from the corridor.

Mary’s eyes expressed her worry, and I squinted a smile at her, letting her know we were okay.

“Ableen, are you ready?” Karo asked, and the Theos woman nodded.

“I am, Karo. Let’s go home,” she said, and we followed them through the corridors. “Thank you for everything, Dean and Mary.”

“You’re welcome, Ableen,” Mary said.

Ableen hugged me at the edge of the portal room. “Without your help, I’d still be on the Collector’s ship.”

“Take care of him for us, would you?” I whispered into her ear.

“I will,” she promised.

Karo and Ableen stood past the doorway, and Jules was at my leg, looking up at me.

“Where Karo go, Papa?” she asked.

I knelt to her level. “Karo and Ableen are going home.”

“No,” she said defiantly. Her lower lip stuck out.

“Yes, honey. They have to heal the crystals,” I told her, knowing she wouldn’t understand.

“We can help,” she said, holding her hand out.

“What’s that about?” Mary asked.

“I don’t know. She’s said it a few times lately. I think she wants to be helpful. She must have learned it from a game,” I suggested.

We’d all said our goodbyes, so we remained at a distance as the two tall Theos walked to the portal table. I couldn’t believe this was it. They were departing to their home world, and we’d never see them again. The portals would be disabled after they released the Theos inside the complex system’s main crystal, the resulting effect freeing every Theos from their captivity inside the Shandra. I hadn’t thought of that name for a long time.

I recalled absorbing the Theos with Karo, placing his father inside the stone to activate it. Standing there, I could sense the ghosts of the Theos I’d merged with, the ones who’d helped me fight Mary’s Iskios.

Karo gave me one last nod as he placed the Modifier on the table, his green eyes reminding me of Jules’. I tried to picture the Theos world’s Shandra symbol, but couldn’t. It was some magic protecting them, and even after using it, the memory was wiped from my mind.

“He’ll be okay,” Mary said. Her arm pulled me closer, and she kissed me on the cheek, leaning her head onto my shoulder as we watched them prepare to leave.

They both waved from the table, and Karo went to press the icon.

“Papa!” I heard Jules’ voice before I saw her. She was inside the portal room, running for Karo.

She was too close. She’d get beamed away with them! I ran for her. The second I scooped her up into my arms, Karo pressed the icon, and everything became white once again.

I was once again floating. Alone.

“Jules!” I shouted, but she was nowhere in sight. I wasn’t sure how this worked, but I guessed she was already safely with Karo and Ableen. The others didn’t seem to be pulled to this state of transition like I was.

“Jules is safe,” the voice said. I recognized it. I’d once spoken using the same voice.

“Tagu. You’re Karo’s father,” I told him.

The figure appeared. Tall, lanky, gray-skinned, with bright colorful eyes. He was an older version of my friend. “I am.”

“Why did you bring me here?” I asked. I peered down, and I was wearing the same clothing I’d had on when I first met Karo.

“We have a bond. You’ve absorbed my energy, even for a moment, and that connects us. The Shandra will be unlinked, then?” he asked.

“That’s the plan. We weren’t supposed to go with Karo and Ableen,” I told him.

His eyes displayed his surprise. “Ableen? Who is this Ableen?”

I told him the quick version, and Tagu acted very pleased with the news. “This is good. This is very good.”

“What else do you need? We need to make it to New Spero before this all happens,” I said.

Tagu shook his head slowly. “I’m sorry, Dean. We can no longer allow travel through the Map.”

Even here, my heart rate sped up. “What are you talking about?”

“We’ve been holding on by a thread. We cannot function any longer. This is the last trip through the Shandra. Our job is complete. The Balance is returned. Thanks to you,” he added.

I ran a hand through my hair. “You have to let us go home. I have a daughter. She can’t stay here.”

“I’m sorry. Tell Karo I love him. Tell him to be happy,” Tagu said, and began floating away.

I tried to swim in the white light, but my arms moved helplessly. “Tagu! Don’t do this to me! One last trip, that’s it, I promise!” I shouted at the top of my lungs as the figure grew farther and farther away until he was nothing more than a speck… then nothing. I was alone in the light.

____________

“Papa!” Tiny hands held my face as I blinked my eyes open. I sat up in a hurry, grabbing my daughter.

“Jules, what have you done?” I asked her. She was clear-eyed, even smiling.

“Dean, I didn’t see you. I’m sorry,” Karo said. “What happened? Did you see your future self again?”

I jumped up, looking around the familiar room I’d only been in once, filling up with the energy of the Theos a few years ago, before Jules was even born. “No. I saw your father.”

“My father?”

“Yes. Remember, we left him in here.” I pointed at the table, which was no longer glowing.

“I remember well,” he said.

“This was it. I can’t feel him any longer. The screaming is done,” Ableen said.

Karo turned to her. “What do you mean? We have to help Dean home,” he told her.

“We cannot,” Ableen advised.

I stumbled away until my back hit the wall of the crystal-covered room. Jules stood there like this was no big deal, and I wanted so much to be angry with her for running toward Karo, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel mad. She was a little girl, an inquisitive kid who ran head-first into dangerous situations with her heart instead of her head. She was just like me.

“What do we do?” I asked softly.

Karo tried to activate the portal table again, but it failed. Nothing worked. The Crystal Map was here, but it showed none of the glowing portal worlds any longer. The table may as well have been meant for dining on. Jules walked over to it and I crossed the room, picking her up before she could touch it. Her eyes were brighter than ever as we locked gazes, and I almost dropped her.

“We can help,” she told me plainly.

“Okay. Let’s help by going to Karo’s house and figuring this out,” I said.

“Good idea.” Karo grabbed the few packs they had, his stuffed with mementos of his time among us.

We exited the portal room, and I was humbled by the beauty of the Theos world. I hadn’t seen much last time, but now Karo was more open to sharing their secret planet with us. His home was nearby, and we emerged from the crystal caves into a village. The streets were lined with dark stone roads, and tall crystal buildings stood pristine as ever all around us.

Ableen took it all in with awe. “It’s… different than I remember,” she said.

“A lot has changed since you were taken,” Karo admitted.

The sun was low in the horizon, and even from here, I could see the immense crystal mountain in the distance. The sun lowered a little more, and a thousand prisms scattered across the sky. If I hadn’t been terrified at being stranded here for the rest of my life, I would have appreciated the sight even more.

“It’s beautiful,” Ableen said.

“Karo, is that…?” I started to ask.

“That’s where we have to access the portals from, yes. It’s the core that powers the entire thing,” he said.

“Why didn’t you tell me about it the first time I was here? I could have used them to defeat the Iskios,” I said, a little confused.

“Dean, you were resourceful in coming here, but I couldn’t risk giving you all of the information. You could have taken their power and become something… something terrible,” Karo said.

“Or wonderful,” I added, not liking the term he used.

“Perhaps, but I didn’t know that. If you had, the portals would have failed regardless,” he told me, and it made sense.

“You do have space ships here, though, right?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“It’s going to be a long trip home, isn’t it?” I asked.

He only nodded. Jules smiled up at me, and she grabbed my hand as we traveled toward Karo’s home. I couldn’t think of that journey yet. It might be years before we found home again, and I had no idea how we’d do it.

Karo took us into a building, this one squat and sturdy. “Is this the same place we were before?” I asked, not recognizing anything.

“No. That was more for show. We didn’t want anyone to see our real world.” Karo opened a door, and it slid to the side smoothly. The inside of the building was amazing. Wooden furniture over hard crystal floors. Lights came on as he stepped into it, and Ableen smiled as she took it in.

“This is nice. Nicer than the hut we had back home,” she said with a laugh. I couldn’t join her. My stomach was aching, and I found a seat on a soft-cushioned couch, obviously built for someone much taller.

“Dean?” Karo sat beside me.

“This is too much. We saved the stranded Keepers, we stopped the monster from killing, and now, I’m here with Jules while Mary’s on New Spero. Is the universe really trying that hard to keep us apart?” I asked.

Jules was wandering around, touching everything.

“We’ll figure it out, Dean. We always do,” he said.

He wasn’t wrong, but at that moment, it was hard to believe. “You know, it was only yesterday that we were fending invaders off outside Haven,” I told him.

“I know. How about something to eat?” Karo asked.

“Let me guess, pizza?” Ableen beat me to it, and I finally broke a smile.

“Is this a house?” I asked Karo.

“It is. My house, I guess. It has three stories and six bedrooms. The layout is different than you’re used to, I suppose.” Karo was already moving toward the strange kind of device he’d concocted pizza from the first time we’d met. Moments later, fresh food came out of it.

“Now you know you need to share that technology with me, right?” I asked. For a second, I forgot I wasn’t going to be able to bring it home through the portals.

“We’ll share whatever you like, Dean,” Karo said.

“Does this mean you finally trust me?” I asked, giving him a sideways grin.

Karo shook his head. “Not even close. I trust Mary, though, so I’ll give you anything you need.”

“You know, when we met, you weren’t much of a joker. Do you think us humans rubbed off on you?” I asked.

“More than I’d like to admit. I’ll surely miss everyone, including you and Miss Jules here. Will you help us tomorrow before you leave?” Karo asked.

“We will. I wouldn’t have it any other way. You know, since I’m stuck here anyway. I did tell Ableen I’d help shut them off, didn’t I?” I rose from the couch.

“You did, Dean. Perhaps this was a self-fulfilling prophecy?” she asked.

“I hadn’t thought of that, but I wouldn’t be surprised. The universe seems to have a few tricks up her sleeve,” I said, trying to relax. I couldn’t change our situation, but I could accept it and work with it the best I could.

“Jules, time to eat,” I said, and she tottered over to the table. “Do you have a sink to wash?”

Karo pointed to a spot in the kitchen that had two holes. He stuck his hands in the openings, and a red light shone out. He pulled them out when the light went off, and he grinned. “Saves the hassle of towels,” he said.

I tried it first, feeling an energy vibrate through me rather than soap and water. It was some kind of disinfecting station.

“Okay, Jules. Your turn,” I said, and she stuck her tiny hands inside, fully trusting it was safe.

She beamed as the light turned off, and she pulled them out, staring at them up close.

We ate in relative silence, not wanting to discuss the next steps. I stopped after one piece; the food sat heavily in my stomach. Jules sat playfully, like she didn’t have a care in the world, and I suppose she really didn’t. Her mother would be so worried about us, and I wished I had the communicator with me. We hadn’t brought anything, because we were expecting to leave Terran Five and head home in our lander for a quiet night, just the three of us and Maggie cozied up in our house.

“We will figure it out, Dean,” Karo promised.

“I know,” I lied.

“Tomorrow,” Karo said.

“Tomorrow.”

Karo took us all on a tour of his home, and I watched as Ableen searched through her new abode. It was endearing. Jules seemed to like it here, and I had a hard time wrangling her up when we were done.

“These are the bedrooms. I trust you’ll find it to your liking,” Karo said. He was different here, not so subdued. I could tell he was upset that we were stuck here, and he likely blamed himself for our situation, even though it wasn’t his fault.

The room was spacious, with its own bathroom, one not too far off from a human’s needs. The bed was soft, and Karo returned a few minutes later with fresh linens.

“Even your bedding doesn’t grow stale,” I said, taking the sheets.

“You don’t become an ancient race by having poor sleeps,” he said as a joke, but his face sobered as he probably recalled that all his people were gone, and he and Ableen were the last.

Ableen entered with Jules in tow. “I take it you’d like her back?”

I patted the freshly-made bed, and Jules ran over, letting me pick her up and place her beside me. She kicked out her legs and laughed as she fell on the bed. She was in a little romper again, and I couldn’t believe how much trouble this tiny child had brought me. Still, I was glad to be with her.

“Goodnight,” I told the two Theos, watching us like proud grandparents from the doorway. I saw the way Ableen looked at Karo, and I could almost read her mind. She wanted a child.

“Goodnight, Dean. Goodnight, Miss Jules,” Karo said, and the door shut, sealing us in.

“You are a piece of work, Jules,” I said.

“Papa. Where’s Mommy?” she asked.

“Home with Maggie,” I told her.

“Can we see?”

“Not yet. We have something to do first,” I said.

She nodded, as if that made sense to her young form of logic.

We fell asleep on the bed shortly after, me dreaming of finding a way to New Spero, one that didn’t take years of space travel to happen.


Twenty-Five

“This is the ship?” I asked, running a hand along the side of the vessel. It was sleek, almost like the perfect skipping stone: round and flat.

“This is it,” Karo said. “It was my father’s, and his father’s before him. I guess that makes it mine,” he added.

“Are you sure you want to part with it?” I asked. There were other similar vessels nearby, each glittering in the sunlight. It was a gorgeous day on their planet, and I suspected most days were this nice here. It was bright, but not too hot; there was a breeze, but not too gusty. Out here, on the outskirts of town, we were closer to the mountain range, and Ableen stood at the precipice of the hillside, staring out toward it, as if she was being called toward the remaining trapped Theos inside.

“I’ll gladly give you this small gift. I’ve never used one of these ships, but I hear they’re impressive. You won’t go hungry on board, that much is clear,” he said, implying it had food modifiers like his home.

I nodded toward the mountains and asked, “Do we fly there?”

Karo smiled. “No. I have something to show you. If I knew how to pass these on to you, I’d do so. It would help transport around the planet. They’re not long-range, but you’d be able to travel from one Terran site to the next with ease.”

He led us across the white stone ground, toward an outbuilding beside the parked vessels. I counted now, and there were five ships here, each about fifty meters long. It would be ample room for Jules and me to share. I pushed aside any worry for what Mary was feeling, because I couldn’t control that. I had to focus on what was in front of me.

“Come on, Jules,” I said. She was beside Ableen, holding the woman’s hand.

Karo went first into the building, which I found sparsely furnished. There were seats outside and right in the doorways, and I imagined cloaked Theos guards posted there, allowing access only to those with permits. A doorway stood at the far end of the dim room, its green light flickering on at Karo’s presence. The light glowed around the doorframe, urging us toward it with calming illumination.

“This will take us to our destination,” he said.

“How is it powered? Surely not by the Theos’ living energy?” I asked him.

“It harnesses solar energy, nothing more,” he said, as if that explanation should make sense.

Jules walked up to it, and I held her away. “Sweetie, we’ll let Uncle Karo go first,” I said, grinning at Karo.

“It’s safe. Come,” he said, and waved us forward. Ableen appeared to have used the doorways before, and she stepped through right after Karo.

“Ready, Jules?” I asked.

“Yes, Papa,” she said, and stepped forward on balanced legs. I was right behind her, my hand on her back.

One step, I was at the building beside the idle Theos fleet; the next, we were at the bottom of the crystal mountain, looking up at the majestic sight. The doorway was out in the open here, and the green glowing energy surrounding it misted away as we moved beyond its sensors.

“Impressive,” I said, and Jules started ahead, walking toward the mountain. “Someone’s interested in the crystals.” Jules was off-kilter today. She was quieter, more subdued, yet she was joyful; happy to be alive even here, so far from her home and mother. It was almost like she knew something the rest of us didn’t, and it was off-putting.

“I suppose we should follow her.” Karo smiled. I knew today was going to be difficult for him. His father’s essence was in the main portal, and thousands, maybe even hundreds of thousands of them were inside the crystals around us. The air felt energized here, and I lifted my arm, finding the hairs on it standing straight up. A few of Jules’ dark, erratic curls lifted as we went, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“Do you guys feel that?” I asked, and Ableen nodded.

“It feels wrong,” she said.

The sun was bright behind us, reflecting its voluminous glow across the smooth-surfaced peaks. There were too many similarities here to the Iskios world where we’d lost Mary. Only here, the stones were filled with Theos instead of Iskios, their rivals.

I was mentally prepared for a betrayal, for something bad to happen; only I wasn’t armed, and I cursed under my breath at my stupidity. Karo moved with determination, as if there was nothing strange going on, and he was probably right. I couldn’t deal with another Iskios scenario. Jules stumbled ahead, her tiny legs moving faster as we went. I should have left her at Karo’s house. Maybe I should have stayed there, too.

“Come, Dean,” Karo said, waving me forward. Lost in my thoughts, I was a hundred yards behind the other three. I jogged to catch up and arrived at my daughter’s side. She smiled over at me, her green eyes brighter than ever before.

I’d been so lost in my own thoughts, I hadn’t noticed how close we were to the vast peaks. Our path led us down now. Tall walls of clear crystal rose on either side of us, and as we walked, the stone lit up from a meter or so inside the surface.

“Have you been here before, Karo?” I asked, and his eyes said he had. They were glimmering with tears.

“I have. I was here when they entered. I saw them melt into the essence of this peak, fueling the portals. One last sacrifice for the good of the universe. For the Balance.” His steps slowed, and Ableen was at his side in a second, her slender arm threading through his.

“It’s okay, Karo. We have to do this. This is what they want,” she told him.

“I know. I can feel it too. It’s just… once they’re gone, it truly will be only you and I left of our race.” Karo stopped and laid a hand on the crystal wall, the light growing brighter at his touch.

“We’ll make the Theos proud, Karo. Husband.” Ableen reached for his hand, and he took it in his.

“Very well, wife,” he said, and I didn’t know if that made them a couple, but I supposed it did to them, and that was all that mattered.

“Papa!” Jules called from far ahead. She was at the end of the walled pathway, and she disappeared around the bend. I really needed to watch her better. I was so distracted, and she was like a slippery eel at this age, sticking her nose into everything.

“Jules, stay where you are!” I shouted, my voice echoing down the corridor. The angle of the pathway evened out, and now I could see we were entering the center of the mountain itself. It grew dimmer; even the sunlight was unable to refract through so many layers of clear crystal this deep inside.

I found her at a large arc-shaped doorway, and she peered toward me, her eyes burning green. She pointed into the room beyond, and I came to meet her.

“This is it. The Shandra Source.” Karo stepped past us, and his long white mane rose in the air, the room thick with charged energy.

Ableen’s did the same, and she tentatively stood beside her new husband, placing her hands over her ears as if blocking a sound I couldn’t hear.

The moment I stepped foot into the chamber, I understood. Thousands of voices whispered at once; each of the Theos trapped within the pillars of crystal in the center of the space were vying for our attention, begging to be released. No wonder Ableen had been so upset about it, demanding we help them. They were in pain, tormented by the crystals. Ever since I’d banished the Iskios through the Shifter I’d bartered from Garo Alnod, the Balance had been off.

We had to right this. I attempted to block their voices from my mind, but it was impossible.

“Papa.” Jules’ voice was tiny, and I took her hand as she began to cry. I knelt down and wiped her tears away, pulling her into me.

“It’s time,” Karo told Ableen, and they moved toward the middle of the chamber. There were thirteen pillars forming a circle about twenty meters in diameter. At the center was a series of clear double-ended tourmaline crystals. As the flesh and blood Theos arrived, the crystals shone brightly, until I had to look away, blocking Jules from harming her eyes too. She tried to wiggle away, but I held tight.

“Thank you for your sacrifice Great Ones. You have done our people an honor beyond comprehension. We will continue our race. We will make you proud, as you have made us proud!” Karo was shouting, and I felt myself go weightless. My vision lowered to see my feet lifted off the ground.

The light had dimmed, and Jules poked her head from my chest, curiously watching Karo and Ableen touching the crystals in between the pulsing pillars.

“You are free!” Ableen shouted, and we stared at them from our floating position as thousands of lights emerged from the stones, slowly at first, then in a rush. We kept rising off the floor, and Karo and Ableen were doing the same now. They waved their hands upwards, thrusting their ancestors' energy from their trapped position, freeing them into… I wasn’t sure. The universe, perhaps their afterlife. The whispers turned from fearful and anguished to happiness, relief, joy, and Jules and I smiled and wept as they lifted away from the surface, beyond the peaks of the crystal mountain and into space.

I felt them leaving, and I knew Jules did too. She waved at them, smiling widely and giggling. It seemed to go on forever, but when it was over, we lowered to the surface, and Ableen and Karo lay between the pillars in a heap.

Jules ran to them.

“Karo, Ableen, are you okay?” I asked, and Karo sat up.

“It is done,” he said, smiling.

“It is done.” Ableen was up now. Jules hugged her.

“Thank you for being a part of this, Dean Parker. You are the best friend one could ask for,” Karo said.

“We wouldn’t have missed it for the world, right, Jules?” I wondered if we were meant to come here. Jules running into the portal room at just the wrong time might have really been the right time.

“I’m sorry you have such a long trip home.” Karo was on his feet, and he gripped my shoulder lightly.

“So am I. We still have one more thing to do first, right?” I asked.

Karo grinned. “We do.”

____________

The crystal mountain was dark, no longer glowing or luminous as the sun set. It felt like the end of an era I’d only begun to understand. The portals were dead. Without the Theos inside fueling the Shandra Source in the crystal mountain, we were stuck here. Karo had packed up the ship he was giving us, and Jules and I were ready to leave at first light.

We had one last task to be part of. Karo’s father, Tagu, the same one who talked to me on our way to their home world, remained inside this portal.

“Why didn’t he leave with the rest?” I asked Karo.

“When we took the others from this stone to help you fight the Iskios, we locked him inside as a precaution at the same time,” Karo explained.

“Let’s go say goodbye to your dad,” I told him.

We entered the Theos portal room, a clean-lined space, made from nothing but the same rock as the rest of the world. The clear crystal walls no longer glowed; the table didn’t activate. The symbols weren’t there. It was no longer functional.

Jules was walking toward the table, and I snatched her up. “Let’s give Uncle Karo some time alone.”

Ableen stayed with us, letting Karo have the last few moments with his dad, even if they couldn’t speak to one another.

Karo laid his hands on the stone beneath the table, and I heard whispered words, unable to understand them. One solitary light emerged from the table, a pure white glow that lifted, circled around Karo, and hovered into the ceiling and beyond. Karo stood, staring at the table that would no longer work.

“He’s gone,” he told us.

Ableen crossed the space over to his side. “They’re all gone. It’s what they wanted. I can no longer hear their cries for help,” she said.

Jules demanded I set her down. She frowned at me, as if I’d been holding her captive. She pursed her lips and moved toward Karo and Ableen.

“What are you doing, honey?” I asked. She wasn’t facing me, and Karo’s eyes went wide in surprise as she neared the table.

She glanced towards me, her eyes glowing brightly. Their color reflected around the crystal room, and she lifted a hand. Green energy coursed from her fingertips now, and she smiled like she was playing a game. “We can help,” she said again, and I finally understood what she’d been going on about for the last few days.

Karo and Ableen were standing in silence, frozen in awe, as I rushed to my daughter’s side.

“What is it, Jules? How can we help?” I asked her.

Her hand was no longer visible as the cackling energy enveloped it. “Shandra poor tails.” She said portals wrong, and it was the sweetest thing I’d ever seen.

“You can help the portals?” I asked from my crouched position.

She nodded. “I can help. See?”

Jules breezed past me to the portal stone and set her hand on it. The crystal exploded in light, and the force knocked me over two feet. I landed on my side, and Karo and Ableen were on the ground as well. Only Jules stood, her hand eagerly pressed to the portal stone, green energy beating from her body. The table glowed now; the symbols on the crystal walls burned hotly.

As quickly as it happened, everything ended, and Jules let go of the stone, her hand no longer a tool. She skipped to my side, and I pulled her in. “What did you do?” I asked. Her eyes were no longer glowing, only deep green, and she kissed my cheek.

“I helped,” she said, as if that was all I needed to know.

Karo was at the portal table, and his voice boomed through the room. “Dean, it works!”

I leaped over to him. “What do you mean? How could she have possibly done this?” I asked.

“I don’t know, but look.” He turned the Crystal Map on, and every last pinprick of light around the universe where there was a stone was activated once again. From the looks of it, there were even more now, perhaps destinations that had once had portals, but where the Theos had failed long ago.

“It’s… amazing,” I said. I picked up Jules and squeezed her. “You did it, honey. I don’t know how, but you did it.” I was elated, but at the same time, terrified that my daughter held power like this. It was clear she’d gained the power from growing inside Mary’s womb while Mary was possessed by the Iskios, and I was scared of what that meant for my little girl. She was so special, but this only meant she would become a target, a unique being that attracted too much attention.

“Dean, it looks like you can go home after all,” Ableen said softly, and I mouthed the word.

Home.

____________

I returned to my house on New Spero, but Mary wasn’t there. Instead of waiting it out, Jules and I went to the lander and headed for Magnus’ place. There were other vehicles there: a couple of SUVs, a police transport, and a lander like the one I was inside.

People emerged from the house, and Jules pointed through the viewer. “Mommy!” She was right. Mary was standing in the front yard. I landed in a hurry, so anxious to see her, for her to know we were okay. When the door opened, revealing who was inside, Mary ran for us.

“Dean! Jules!” Her brown hair fluttered around in the air like a cape, and I met her halfway, enveloping her in a hug, spinning her around.

“We’re home, babe,” I told her, and Mary grabbed Jules, hugging her close.

“What happened?” she asked in my ear.

Magnus and Nat were there, and I noticed Reed beside Loweck, and another figure stood in the shade of the front porch beside the two kids. Maggie, Charlie, and Carey all ran for us, barking their joy at our arrival, and it was all too much.

Slate raised an arm from his seat near the house. “Jules did it. Jules fixed the portals,” I spoke softly as I moved as fast as I could to the house.

“What do you mean, Jules fixed them?” Mary asked quietly, sensing my caution.

Jules was in her mother’s arms, and she proudly said, “I helped. I told Papa I could help. Silly Papa.”

I smirked at Mary as we walked, and shrugged. “It’s true. She did tell me that.”

Magnus and Natalia greeted us along with the others, but they stepped aside so I could see Slate. It felt like it took forever to cross the yard, but there we were, face to face again. His skin was sallow, his eyes sunken, but he was here. He was alive and well.

“Slate. You’re here,” I said, stating the obvious.

“So are you.” He laughed, sticking out his fist. I bumped it and laughed along with him.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Better than the other guy, from what I hear,” Slate said.

“You going to be okay?” I asked quietly.

“Doctors say I’ll be right as rain in a few weeks,” he told me.

“Good.” Everyone here was on the front porch, and they were all looking at me, as if waiting for some intense explanation of how we’d made it here.

“Well? Dean, you have to tell us,” Magnus said.

I didn’t know Loweck or Reed all that well, and couldn’t have Jules’s secret become known to anyone but those closest to my family. Only the few trusted members of our gang would ever know the truth.

“It was the craziest thing,” I said. “The Theos were freed by Ableen and Karo, and…” I lied the rest of the story, and they nodded along, accepting my words as truth. I’d tell Slate, Magnus, and Nat later, but for now, the story I told them on the front deck was going to be the one the Gatekeepers learned, along with the Alliance of Worlds members. No one was going to see my daughter as a tool. Nobody would ever find out she held within her the power of an entire ancient race of beings.


Epilogue

“Welcome to the meeting, Dean Parker of the New Spero Gatekeepers. You all know him, and this weekend’s conference is a good time for you each to pick his brain, to meet the man we’ve all heard so much about,” Sarlun told the intimate gathered group. He spoke in his native Shimmali language, and the words translated into each Gatekeeper’s personal earpiece in their own tongue.

We were inside the Gatekeepers’ Academy on Haven, in the newly finished auditorium, and I stepped up to center stage, taking in the three hundred members of the Gatekeepers. They applauded loudly, coming to their feet. There were so many different races here, representatives from every corner of space. We’d been cataloging the new Crystal Map and were confident there were even more worlds to explore, more races to bring into the fold, and far more trade potential.

“Today, we are here because of this man.” I pointed to Sarlun, who stepped away as the crowd continued to cheer. I raised a hand eventually, hoping to continue speaking. “We are Gatekeepers, and we will always persevere. The portals, the Shandra, were a basis for what we’ve been known for: traveling through them between worlds. We’re explorers, peacekeepers, and warriors.

“Recently, the portals were failing, and we all now know the reason for that. Let’s give thanks to the Theos, whose efforts allowed us to ever have our group, for without them, the portals would never have existed. Now, we not only have access to our old portal symbols, but countless more.

“You will each be able to expand your reach, and Sarlun has already begun a schedule for each team, which you’ll receive over the next two days.” I paused while they chattered to each other. They’d been grounded for so long, they were anxious to be stationed out there. I understood only too well.

Mary waved at me from the side of the auditorium, and Jules stood beside her, watching with interest. It had been six months since we’d left the Theos world, and so much had changed. Mary and I felt it was all for the best, but we no longer lived at our house on New Spero. We’d given it to Leonard, who had grown close with Reed. We’d planned to visit and see how the house looked now, but Mary and I were having a hard time with going there.

I realized the crowd was waiting for me to keep talking, so I moved on. “You also all know about the two separate attacks on Haven. The target has been our Academy, but we won’t let anyone destroy what is ours. This school will train the next generation of children from all Alliance of Worlds planets, and we will only strengthen our alliance’s foothold as well as the Gatekeepers’ value to the universe.”

An Inlorian stood, speaking loudly in his native tongue. My earpiece translated for me. “Have we determined the invaders’ origin?” he asked.

I glanced over at Sarlun, who shook his head ever-so-slightly from the edge of the stage. “Not yet,” I answered. We did know, but it was yet another secret I couldn’t divulge to the public.

“Will we seek them out when we do?” the Inlorian asked again.

“That is yet to be determined,” I told the crowd.

Others began asking questions, but I stopped them. “We can discuss some of these points later, perhaps in a better setting. This is the introduction to the conference, so please, have a seat, everyone,” I said, and they listened. “As you know, our Alliance of Worlds seeks to barter before attack, but we aren’t fools. We will defend ourselves when needed. That’s all I’ll say on the subject.”

This appeared to appease them, and I kept talking, giving them an agenda for the next couple of days. When it was over, they all applauded again, and I made my way to the edge of the room, where Mary and Jules waited for me.

“If it isn’t my favorite ladies in all of the worlds,” I told them.

Jules took my hand. She was growing so fast. Another six months had passed, and she was over three now. Soon enough, she’d be heading to the Gatekeepers’ Academy, making friends, becoming a teenager… fending off boys’ advances. I admired my little girl, and was glad I still had time before all of that happened.

“They’re all waiting. Are you coming?” Mary asked, and I nodded, waving Sarlun to the doors.

Sarlun was on stage, letting everyone know that the dinner started in two hours, and that they could use the next while to settle into their assigned dorm rooms.

We pushed through the doors and headed outside into the courtyard. The sun was bright, and the fountains were on, flowing water making calming sounds as we strolled over the cobblestone walkways toward the landers at the far edge of the school.

“What do you have up your sleeve today, boss?” Slate asked as we approached. Loweck was beside him, wearing casual clothes. Everyone here was in shorts or jeans, t-shirts and polos. I peeled off my Gatekeepers uniform, revealing the shorts and tank top underneath. It was nice to be out of uniform and among friends.

“Well, gang, we have something very important to show you all.” I pointed at the landers. Magnus and Natalia entered first, with little Dean and Patty in tow.

“Papa, can I go?” Jules asked, wanting to take the lander with Patty inside. They were thick as thieves these days.

“Sure, honey. We’ll see you in a few minutes,” I told her, and Mary and I followed Loweck and Slate into the next lander. Sarlun ran up and jumped inside, still in uniform.

“The others meeting us there?” he asked, and I nodded while Mary took the pilot’s seat.

Slate was suspicious. “What’s this about? I’m your best friend, Dean. Can’t you give me a hint?” he asked.

“You’ll see in a few.”

Mary lifted us off and followed behind Natalia’s vessel until we crossed the low peaks, then settled back to the ground. The whole trip only took ten minutes, and I stayed behind in my seat as the doors opened, letting Loweck and Slate go first.

“This is impressive,” she said, smiling at us from outside.

“Boss, you have to be kidding me,” Slate said.

“What do you think?” Mary asked as we emerged from the lander. Magnus and Nat were coming over, staring at the huge object half a kilometer away.

“How did you do this so fast?” Magnus asked, unable to hide his excitement.

Another lander was already here, and Suma and Rivo came from inside, joining us. Terrance and Leslie arrived a minute later, and when I was sure everyone was here, I finally spoke.

“This is Horizon. Admiral Yope was gracious enough to donate a Keppe exploratory vessel to our cause, and we’ve already begun the modifications. It’ll be ready in a year,” I told them all.

“Ready for what?” Magnus asked.

“For Captain Magnus to take her out. And for anyone interested in joining to come along for the ride,” I told him.

“Cool,” Magnus’ son, Dean said, making us all laugh along.

“Cool is right,” Slate said. “What do you say, Loweck? Want to come along?”

She set her hand on Slate’s forearm and nodded. “I’m in.”

Suma’s snout twitched. “I’m guessing the Horizon is going to need some teachers. What do you say, Dean?”

I smiled. “It’s not my call. I’m a passenger,” I said.

Slate raised his eyebrows. “Does that mean…?”

Mary took this one. “We’re coming too.”

Nat beamed at this.

“I’m in too.” This from Rivo, the small blue Molariun girl.

“You guys are going to have a great time, I know it,” Leslie said. “Terrance and I will be staying here.”

“And I’ll remain on Haven at the Academy, helping it succeed,” Sarlun said. “Take care of my daughter, will you, Dean?”

“Of course,” I said. “Who wants a tour?”

Everyone raised their hands, and we headed toward the giant exploration vessel we’d call home in a short year’s time.

The End
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One

“Where did this footage come from?” the Inlor military leader asked through my earpiece translator.

Terrance stood at the table and pressed a finger onto its surface. “We’ve said it already. These aliens have attacked Haven not once, but twice now.”

The tall, slender uniformed Inlorian didn’t change his stoic impression. “But… they haven’t attacked in how long?”

Terrance was obviously growing tired of this charade. I raised a hand, and he sat down, shoulders hunched over.

“Etar Nine, we appreciate all you and your people have done for the Alliance of Worlds, we do, but Haven is the linchpin to our success as a team. We’re leaving soon… I’m leaving, and I need to ensure the safety of Haven in our absence. The Bhlat and Keppe have already offered a substantial number of vessels to defend the planet. Will Inlor do the same?” I was perched in a chair inside the professors’ lounge at the Gatekeepers’ Academy.

There were only a few of us in the room, and I glanced at the Supreme of the Padlog. His tiny hands rubbed together like a fly’s, and he spoke before Etar Nine could.

“Dean Parker, we were there for the attack some time ago and apologize for not helping more since then. We’ll send six Padlog vessels from Volim at once,” the small Padlog ruler said.

I smiled widely. “Thank you, Supreme. That’s amazing. We appreciate the assistance.”

“This Alliance is in all of our best interests. We would like slots in your school for twenty of our brightest, instead of the ten we’d agreed to, in exchange,” the Supreme said.

There was always a catch when dealing with intergalactic aliens. Terrance tensed beside me, but I shook my head slightly. “Deal.”

The Supreme appeared surprised, like he’d thought I was going to negotiate. The truth was, if we lacked the proper protection for Haven, there would be no school to speak of.

“What of us?” Etar Nine of the Inlorians asked. His six arms crossed in pairs across his chest and abdomen. The four lower arms ended with clawed hands, and I wondered, for a moment, how strong they were.

“From my records, you haven’t enrolled any of your people into the Academy,” Terrance suggested.

“We would like to. We’d like… twenty as well,” Etar said, blinking at the small insectoid leader beside him.

Before I accepted, I had to try one more thing. “That is most reasonable, but we’re still trying to pay off the repairs from the attacks. Would you be willing to ship one case of Inlorian bars with your first batch of students?” The bars were the thing wars started over; they were so valuable. The Inlor were being helped by the Alliance to ensure their production safety, and it was time for them to scratch our backs a little. I glanced at the claws again, and knew I needed to rethink my metaphors.

Etar Nine stared hard at me, his eyes small and dark. “Very well. You have a deal.”

“Thank you for coming.” I stood, and glanced at the hologram projection we had playing at the end of the table. It was paused on one of the black V-shaped ships that had attacked us, and I cringed as I thought of the very human-like aliens inside. Who were they?

Etar Nine left the room, and the Supreme started away, his guards flanking him. He stopped and turned to face me. “When are you departing?”

“In a week. Will you be attending the send-off?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I regret I’ll be almost home by then. Perhaps we shall see one another again, Dean Parker. Are you sure you’re up for the boring life of a ship’s captain?”

I laughed. “I’m not the captain. Magnus is.”

“Magnus… the one who won’t stop going on about the nectar from home?” he asked.

“The one and the same,” I said with a grin.

“In that case, enjoy your holiday. You’ve done something special here. Let’s make sure we keep it that way,” the Supreme said, glancing past me at Terrance, who nodded.

When the tiny insectoid leader was gone, I flung myself into a chair and sank into it, feigning exhaustion. “That was trying,” I said.

Terrance was laughing. “Dean, you’re unbelievable. You gave away forty slots to our school,” he said.

“I know. Is that bad?” I asked.

“No. I was going to offer them thirty each. Room isn’t a problem. We have dorms for up to a thousand,” he told me. “And you somehow snuck a case of Inlorian bars in the deal, along with a veritable defense fleet to protect us. I’m going to miss having you around.”

“A fleet, and enough money to continue your trade and work here on Haven. That’s all in a day’s work. What do you think? Are they returning?” I asked, not having to say who they were.

He nodded. “You know we’ve spotted scouts over the last year and a half. They’ll be back. But we’ll be ready for them when they come.”

“Have you learned anything more about them?” I asked. I’d recently come from Earth and hadn’t had time to be filled in before rushing to this meeting. I hated being unprepared.

“Not much. No one knows where the hell they came from or who they are. We’ve been blamed a few times for having a rogue group of humans, but we all know these aren’t our humans attacking us. They’re… something else.” Terrance stood up and crossed the room. “What good professors’ lounge isn’t equipped with something to drink? Want a beer?”

I nodded, accepting the cool bottle. “This Academy is amazing now, and I was impressed on my first tour. Are you going to be ready for the first day?”

Terrance appeared to age a few years at the question. “There’s so much going on here. With the influx of new residents, and the refugees from Plinton’s Rock, we’re up to our gills in paperwork and planning issues. Leslie and I haven’t had a night to ourselves in weeks. Maybe months.”

I took a sip and set the bottle on the table. “You know you can still come with us on the Horizon.”

“Dean, you know we can’t. Haven is our home, our baby, and there’s no one else to pick up the slack,” he said.

“You’d be surprised how resilient people can be. I know you’re working on completing the Board. Maybe it’s time you finish that project and delegate to them,” I suggested.

Terrance sank into his chair. “You’re right. We need to release some of the workload. Dean, I miss having you here. How was Earth?”

I’d been there for almost a year, with a few trips to New Spero to visit with Magnus and the family. Slate and Loweck had split their time between the two planets, and in the last six months, all of them had been living on Haven for the final sprint to complete Horizon.

“It was… really good,” I told him.

“Really good? That’s your answer?”

“Jules has a horse,” I said, remembering the first ride she’d taken on Zebra. She’d cried, then laughed, and by the end, hadn’t wanted to go inside.

“How’s Paul?” Terrance asked after the man I’d met in Central Park. He was in charge of our colony in North America.

“He’s doing well. The cities are quite prosperous,” I said, taking another sip.

“And the Bhlat?”

“The Empress is still there. God knows why she chooses to reside in Egypt when she has twenty other worlds she could live on. She’s an enigma wrapped in a… you get my drift,” I said.

The truth was, I’d hardly spent any time in the cities while we were back home. Mary and I had decided to let Jules be a little girl, and to rest at my parents’ old house. I’d resisted going to the storm shelter below the house to check on my time-travel device and other hidden treasures. I knew they were fine; safely tucked away. It had been one of the best years of my life, and I was mentally preparing to tell Magnus we couldn’t come with them. I wasn’t sure how he’d take it.

“I, for one, am glad that humans have managed to not only survive the Kraskis’ attack and the Deltras’ betrayal, but also spread out among the stars. You guys have tenacity, I’ll give you that.” Terrance lifted his beer bottle, and I tapped it.

I leaned in and spoke quietly. “Weeds have tenacity too, Terrance. I only hope we can be better than we were before the Event.”

“Things are good now,” he said.

“I know. But people always band unanimously for a cause; then things calm down and true natures come out. Patel and the other mayors on New Spero have been dealing with a lot of trouble this last year,” I advised.

“I heard. Riots at Terran Nine. Working conditions?” he asked.

“That’s what I’m told. Anyway, no matter what we do, there’ll be issues, and we’ll need to have bureaucracy and rules, as well as empathy and compassion, but also a firm hand. It’s not an easy balancing act.” I took my empty bottle and accepted Terrance’s, heading for the edge of the room.

The door slid open and I heard a familiar voice. “Dean, are you coming?” Suma asked. She was nearly bouncing off the ground.

“Where?”

“Just come with me. You’re going to want to see it,” she said, and Terrance smiled at me. He knew what this was all about.

“You enjoy. I’m going to finish some work before our big dinner tonight. See you soon, Dean. And…” He stuck his hand out. “Thanks for coming today and helping negotiate. These guys love having Dean Parker in the room when decisions are being made.”

I shook it but grimaced at his words. “There’ll be a day I can’t be in the room. They know that, right?”

He might have taken my statement wrong, because his brow furrowed in a frown. “You’ll be around for a long time.”

I would be, but not as an active part of the colonies. I was hanging up my hat. I didn’t tell him that; I just smiled and nodded, following an excited Suma out of the room.

“Suma, hold up,” I said, jogging to match her pace. “What about Mary and Jules?”

“They’re already there,” she said, leading me through the hallways toward the exit. The floors were shiny, polished white and immaculate. On the walls were plaques with each Alliance of Worlds member’s symbol from the portals, and if they didn’t have a portal on their planet, we had an artist rendition of their world. The final result was spectacular.

“Dean, there’s no time for that,” Suma said, and I realized I had paused, staring at the symbol for Earth.

“I’m coming.” We left the Gatekeepers’ Academy and made for a lander at the far edge of the cobblestone pathway. “Where are we going?”

“Horizon,” Suma answered.

Of course. The ship’s construction and modifications were completed, and they wanted to show us the finished product. Mary and I had talked long and hard about going, but in the end had decided we were better off raising Jules on Earth. At least, that was my take on it. Mary was on the fence.

We entered the lander, and an unfamiliar man sat in the pilot’s seat. He nodded at me silently and lifted off the ground.

“I can’t wait,” I said, but truthfully, I felt a rock settling into the pit of my stomach. This was a new chapter for the gang, and so many of my closest friends would be leaving in a week. It would be ages before I saw them again.

“There’s something you’re going to love on board,” Suma said, her small snout flipping fervently.

I noticed she wasn’t wearing a uniform. “Suma, you look great! What’s different?” I asked.

She took the compliment without preamble. “Nothing. I’m not wearing a jumpsuit, for starters.”

“There’s something else,” I told her, but couldn’t put my finger on it.

Suma pointed out the viewscreen. “Stop. We’re almost there.”

We lifted through Haven’s atmosphere, and eventually found ourselves in orbit. There was something about traveling into space in one of the landers without an EVA on that made my blood run cold, and I pressed the fear to the side, closing my eyes tightly for a moment. When I opened them, I spotted the immense ship in orbit.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered, unable to keep the thought to myself. It truly was a sight.

“What do you think?” Suma asked as we neared the vessel. Horizon. It was everything I’d imagined, and more, when we’d first thought of the idea while working on rescuing the stranded Gatekeepers a year and a half ago. I couldn’t believe it was done already. Time was flying by too quickly.

“I think this is going to be one heck of a ride for the next few years. Magnus must be thrilled,” I said.

We moved toward the docking bays, this one labeled Hangar One, and entered the belly of the exploratory ship through a blue energy barrier. The pilot landed us on the empty side of the room, and we exited, giving him our thanks.

I’d been on Starbound, a Keppe exploration ship, as well as Fortune, but this was next-level. The hangar was thirty meters tall, and small vessels from different races were inside on the far edge. A Kraski ship, a Padlog one, and an Inlorian vessel all sat there in a row.

“This is only the garage, Dean. Come on.” Suma led the way, her shoes soft against the metal floor. My boots clanged out, and I noted at least three armed guards inside the hangar. One nodded to me as we arrived at the doorway, and I smiled at her. Magnus was already running a tight ship.

The door opened onto a corridor. The walls were light gray, smooth and sleek.

“Which way?” I asked. A man approached us, and I noticed he was in uniform. Dark blue pants, matching long-sleeved button-up blue shirt; an image of a sun rising beyond the horizon was stitched into the breast.

“Dean Parker?” the man asked.

“That’s me,” I told him.

“I’m Ensign Terry Long. Pleased to meet you,” he said, shaking my hand.

“Terry,” I said in return.

“Sorry, right this way.” Terry was flushed, excited.

We followed Terry down the corridors, and I noticed how each section was buzzing with activity. Uniformed crew members were spread over the halls. We walked by a commercial kitchen and the doors swung open, revealing at least twenty workers inside preparing food. The sheer effort it took to feed, maintain, and run a starship was immense.

“Is the ship fully loaded with crew already?” I asked.

Suma took this one. “Already? It’s been full for a month now. We’ve been living here like we’re traversing the stars. Think of it as a test run in orbit. It’s better to have any issues here than in the middle of dark space.”

We were still moving, and we eventually entered an elevator. It was round and had glass walls, allowing us to look out at the floors as we lifted. We stopped a minute later, the doors sliding open upon our arrival.

Terry led us forward, and I could hear voices carrying throughout the level. The corridor ended, and we entered a huge open space in the center of the ship. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. The air was humid, and plants circled the entire edges of the space. The ceiling was clear, giving us a view of the stars in the distance, and the room was at least a hundred meters tall. To my right was a water feature, pouring from halfway up the wall into a calming pool; a concrete bench ran along beside it.

My breath was stuck in my throat. “What do you think?” Suma asked.

“It’s… how did they do this?” I choked out. It was better than great. It was the nicest courtyard I’d ever seen, let alone on a spaceship.

“We figured the crew would need a comforting place to relax if we’re going to be away for a few years,” a voice boomed from behind me. I spun around to see Magnus, wearing a crisp blue Horizon uniform. Little Dean ran over to me and gave me a hug, and Patty was right behind him.

I lowered to the ground and took them in. “You guys are so big!” Dean was in a suit, and Patty was wearing a floral dress. She was five now, with a striking resemblance to her mother, which wasn’t surprising.

“What do you think? Pretty cool, hey?” Magnus’ son asked me.

“I think this is the coolest. What’s your favorite part?” I asked the kids, noticing Natalia chatting with someone near the door.

“I like the plants,” Patty told me, pointing to the greenery.

“I like that too. Dean?” I asked.

He stuck a finger upwards. “I like the stars the best,” he told me.

“A man after my own heart. Have you guys seen Jules?” I asked, and Patty nodded.

“She’s over there,” Patty said, and I followed her gaze to the far end of the courtyard.

There was my little girl, getting bigger by the day. She was in a green dress, and her mother was nowhere in sight, but there was her protector, Slate, nearby. He was unmistakable even from this distance. Loweck was at his side, as usual. The two of them had become inseparable.

“Mr. Parker.” Magnus set a hand on my shoulder. “Would you like a minute to change?”

I glanced at my jeans, boots, and flannel shirt. Everyone else was either in uniform or formal attire. “I didn’t bring anything with me.”

“Follow me.” Magnus turned his attention to his kids. “You two stay with Mom, okay?”

“Yes, Father,” Patty said, rolling her eyes.

“Cute,” I told him, and he grimaced.

“She’s developed a little bit of an attitude. I’ll show you your room.” Magnus strode from the room, and I followed, giving Natalia a quick nod, not wanting to lose my big impatient friend.

We veered right, onto a different corridor, and Magnus walked through a glowing barrier. I attempted to follow but was stopped by the blue light.

“Sorry. Biometrics… your DNA hasn’t been programmed yet.” He tapped a code into a console on the wall, and the blue field flashed off. It flickered on after I stepped through.

“Is the security that important over here?” I asked, thinking it might be overdone.

“This is where the main crew’s cabins are. It’s a lesson I learned from the Keppe. They’ve had mutinies before, and one of their captains was killed in his sleep. I’d prefer to avoid that at all costs.”

Magnus was smiling, and I couldn’t tell if he was goofing around with me or not. We entered a round foyer with ten doorways inset around the perimeter.

“These are the rooms. Three thousand square feet each for the families, and two thousand for the single cabins. You’re going to feel like you’re at home while onboard,” he said.

I wanted to tell him about my decision to not come with them, but held back. He was in such a great mood, so proud of the vessel he was going to lead.

“This is your room.” He pointed to the far left and grinned again.

“What aren’t you telling me?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

“Just go inside. Get changed. Come to the party.” Magnus turned on a heel, leaving me alone in the foyer.

“Go inside, get changed, party,” I mumbled to myself. “Check.”

The door was locked. I knocked and cursed Magnus for not letting me in. I wasn’t programmed into the ship yet.

It slid open, revealing my beautiful wife. She was in a green dress, one that matched our daughter’s, and her hair was long and curled. I reached for her face, softly cupping her cheek, and leaned in, kissing her. They’d come a week earlier, and I’d missed seeing her every day.

“Dean, what took you so long?” she asked, stepping to the side so I could enter the suite.

“The negotiations. You know how that stuff can go,” I said.

“Can we talk about it later?” she asked, and I saw the flash in her eyes.

“What’s wrong? What is it?” I asked.

She smiled now, tears forming, then falling down her face. “Dean…”

“Tell me.” I held her right hand and wiped her tears with my other.

“I know you wanted to stay on Earth, but…”

“You want to stay here?”

She shook her head. “It’s not that.”

I was worried, scared something terrible had occurred. “What’s the matter?” I asked as calmly as I could, and noticed my hand shaking.

“I think it might be better if we stay on the ship. Everyone will be here. Nick will be here,” she said, her eyes meeting my own.

“Nick? Doctor Nick? Oh, Mary, are you sick?” I asked, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her into an embrace.

She set her hands on my shoulders and gently pushed me away. “No. Well, I’ve had some morning sickness.”

Her eyes glimmered, and I felt a rush of happiness course through me.
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“We’re pregnant?” I hugged her again, careful not to be too forceful.

“We are,” she answered.

“How did this happen?” I asked. “Don’t answer that… I know how this happened, but…”

“Dean, you’re not mad?” Mary asked.

I laughed. “How could I be angry? This is the best news ever!” I was elated, and she laughed with me now.

She led me into the quarters, and I took in my surroundings. The entryway had a lot of space for shoes and even jackets, though the entire ship was climate-controlled. I opened a closet door and found three custom EVA suits, one for each of the Parkers. Jules’ was so small.

We passed by a bathroom on the way to the first bedroom. It was already set up for a little girl, and I squinted at Mary. “You’ve been planning on leaving with Horizon this whole time, haven’t you?”

She swallowed and bobbed her head in an unsure motion. “I told Magnus we weren’t certain, but he was adamant about making the room. There’s also a surprise we need to show you onboard.”

I wasn’t sure if my heart could handle any more startling today. “This place looks so nice.” There was another room, set up with a crib and a rocking chair, as well as a changing table. “How did they set this up so quickly?”

She shrugged. I wasn’t even annoyed that she’d told other people before me. I was the one who’d lingered on Earth to go over things with Paul and the Council before meeting up with them on the exploration ship. It was my fault. “How far along are you?” I glanced at her stomach, not noticing any changes. Her dress was loose, making it hard to tell.

“Ten weeks,” she said. “A long time to go.”

“Nick’s coming? Does that mean Clare’s here?” I asked, excited by the idea of joining our old friends on Horizon.

“She’s here. She can’t wait to talk to you.” Mary’s eyes danced with excitement. Maggie barked lightly from the edge of the room, waking from a snooze in her dog bed. Little bones adorned the soft round pillow, and she ran over to me, wildly wagging her tail at my arrival. I crouched to pet the dog, and glanced up at Mary.

“What is it with everyone? Did they make you drink some sort of Kool-Aid when you boarded?” I asked.

The living room was large; a screen depicted a fireplace. There were long, slender windows along the side of the entire space as well as the dining room, showcasing space beyond.

“Are these real or projections?” I asked, tapping the glass. It seemed real.

“That’s space on the other side. They tell me it’s all up to code, and the Keppe have been using the technology for centuries without concern,” Mary advised.

“Then I’ll trust it. Still, it’s a little ominous, don’t you think?” I asked, and she pressed a button on a wall control panel. The windows dimmed, and an image of a corn crop blowing in a breeze at dusk appeared in place of reality.

“That’s better.” The quarters were amazing. “Mary, I know we were going to tell everyone we had pressing matters on Earth, but we agreed we needed to keep Jules away from the public. She’s…”

Mary frowned and stepped toward me. “She’s what, Dean? Special? Different? Good!”

“You know that’s not what I meant,” I said. “She is different, though, and if anyone knew what she’s capable of, she’d be in danger.”

Mary smirked, and it was unsettling. “Dean, do you think we haven’t been in danger every day of our lives since the Event? We’ve done so many crazy things, had countless beings wanting to kill us, and yet we’re here. What better place for Jules to be than on board the Horizon, among all our friends and loved ones?

“If you want her to be protected, this is the place to do so. With Slate, and Magnus, and Natalia, and her best friend Patty. We can’t hide her forever, Dean. She needs to grow up around these people.” Mary stopped and sat on the couch, glancing up at me. “I need to be around these people.” Her hand went to her stomach and I sat beside her, taking her other hand in mine.

“I know. You’re right,” I said. I hated to admit it, but she was totally correct, about all of it. I was so adamant that Jules’ secret remain between a trusted few that I’d misjudged what our isolation was doing to our daughter, and to us. It wasn’t fair to anyone. “We’ll go. Jules is just so young, and she lets her powers slip sometimes.”

Mary nodded, but smiled. “She’s my angel, Dean. She needs us to help her.” Her eyes went distant, like she was recalling the terror while she was in the Iskios’ possession, Jules a tiny embryo inside her.

“You’ll be at my side for this pregnancy, okay?” Last time, we were stranded on Sterona while she carried the baby, finally giving birth just as we were rescued. This time, we’d be on board the Horizon, and things would be much better.

“Okay.” She wiped a tear and shooed me away. “Go. Freshen up.”

“I know the drill. Get changed. Party. Magnus already put me through the paces. Where’s my suit?” I asked.

“In the bedroom.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure we don’t have a couple minutes?”

____________

“Looking good, you two,” Slate said as we entered the courtyard. They’d turned on some ambient lighting; soft yellow string lights draped around the room, over the plants, near the seating at the water features. Music played from unseen speakers, and I now recognized far more faces.

“Slate! I’m glad to see you,” I told him, patting him on the back. He was in uniform, and I noticed Loweck was as well. “Both part of the crew?”

Loweck’s hair was pulled into a ponytail, and she smiled at us as she meandered over. She moved with the grace of a tiger, matching her orange skin. “I’m Lieutenant Loweck, in charge of security, and this is second-in-command Commander Zeke Campbell.”

“Zeke? You’re Magnus’ number one?” I asked, not entirely surprised.

“Who else was going to take the job? I mean… working for the guy is a nightmare,” Slate said, but his smile gave him away. “Plus the benefits are great.”

Mary nodded toward Loweck. “The benefits of working on the bridge with her every day?”

Slate laughed. “You understand me, Mary, but please, stop calling me Zeke.”

“Papa!” Jules’ small voice found me from across the room, and I turned to see her running to me from Patty’s side.

I raised a finger to Slate and Loweck, and met Jules halfway, picking her up in a spinning hug. “And how’s my little princess?”

She giggled as I spun one last time and set her down on uneasy feet. “Papa, you finally showed up.” She was over four, her vocabulary far more advanced and improving all the time. She was a smart cookie.

“I told you I’d come. How do you like the ship?” I asked.

She looked around, taking her time before answering. “Are we staying?”

I mimicked her, putting my hands on my hips, and tapping my chin. “I think we might. As long as you’re okay with it.”

“Papa! I want to stay. Patty’s here, and Dean, and Uncle Zeke, and Suma, and…” Jules kept rattling names off, and I scanned the room.

She was right. Everyone was here. I waved at Suma and saw a tall Shimmali man beside her, clearly not her father. No wonder she was in such a good mood lately. Suma had a boyfriend.

Nick and Clare were over near the bar, and Nick motioned me closer. “Come on, Jules. Let’s go see the doctor.”

“So we’re staying?” Jules asked tentatively.

“Yep. Seems that way,” I told her, and she raised her arms in the air and spun around a few times. She ran off, heading for Patty, who was waiting for her friend beside Mary, Natalia, and Magnus.

“What can we offer you, Dean?” Nick asked as I walked over to the bar. An android was behind the table, and it awaited my order. I hugged Clare first, then Nick pulled me in. “Congrats.” He let go and winked.

“Thanks. Does everyone know?” I asked.

Clare shook her head. “Only us and Magnus and Nat. We’re so happy for you two.”

“And you guys are joining the crew of the Horizon, just like that?” I asked, and ordered a beer. The android passed it to me without hesitation.

“We are. I’m in Engineering,” Clare said.

“And I’m in daycare services,” Nick said.

“Good, we can use you. Seriously, are you the ship’s main doctor?” I asked him.

“At least for the humans. We have someone else on board that specializes in alien health care. Wait until you meet her. A real gas bag,” Nick said, and Clare laughed with his comment. It was clearly an inside joke I wasn’t part of.

“Who else is here?” I asked, and saw a crew member move aside, revealing the short blue body of a Molariun. “Rivo?”

She heard me and turned around, her four eyes meeting my gaze. “Dean!” She ran over. Her uniform was almost the same color as her skin.

“You’re coming with us? That’s great. How’s your father?” I asked. Garo Alnod had been sick the last time I’d been to Bazarn Five.

“He’s much better, thank you. He’s older now, less confident since the illness, but he’s alive and doing well. He’s glad I’m coming with you on this trip. He thinks some time near Dean Parker will be good for me,” Rivo said.

I ordered her a drink and passed it over. “Wine, right?”

“You remembered.” She clinked my bottle. “This is quite the party. And ship. Have you seen the bridge yet?”

“I haven’t seen anything,” I admitted.

Clare interrupted. “Dean, find us at the end of the night. A few of us have to show you something.”

I gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Can you tell me what it is now? I hate surprises, and everyone’s being super weird about it.”

“Sorry, I can’t.” Clare shot Rivo a hard stare, and Nick and Clare walked off, chatting to an unfamiliar face.

“You know what it is, don’t you?” I started, and before Rivo could answer, a booming voice called out my name.

“Dean Parker!” it said. The voice was loud and menacing, sending shivers through my spine.

I almost reached for a gun I didn’t have, but was relieved when it was only the huge Keppe warrior, Hectal. He stood seven feet tall, giant armor sat under his dark skin, and he moved with ease contrary to his bulk. He picked me up and squeezed me in a bear hug. I needed to stop hanging out with such hefty aliens.

“Hello, Hectal,” I mustered through hasty breaths.

“Dean, how are you doing, friend?” Hectal asked in English as he set me on the floor.

I tapped my throat. “Voice modifier?”

“Yup. You haven’t obtained one yet?” he asked.

“Not yet. I’ve been thinking about it. But if everyone else around me has it done, then I won’t need to,” I told him.

He agreed. “What’s your role on the ship?” Hectal scanned the room as if he was searching for someone.

“Me? I don’t really have a role,” I admitted.

“Moral support. I like it. I’ll catch up with you later,” he said, passing me an empty beer bottle. Another Keppe entered the room, and for a moment, I thought it was Rulo. But this female warrior was shorter, and didn’t have the scar on her cheek. I silently hoped Rulo was doing well far across the vortex we’d found Magnus inside.

The song ended. I saw Magnus make his way to the water feature, and a spotlight shone down on him. I found a spot beside Mary and Natalia, smiling a greeting at my Russian friend as Magnus began to speak, his voice amplified and booming through the huge open courtyard.

“Welcome, crew of the Horizon.” His smile broadened, and I could feel the passion and energy exude off him as he spoke. “We have a week before we depart from Haven’s orbit, but we wanted to have an evening before the final preparations where we could break bread and have a few beverages with one another. Is everyone enjoying themselves?”

Magnus paused as the assembled mass cheered. The room was far fuller now, half of the group in uniform. I knew the total number of passengers was somewhere around four hundred, and it spoke to how big this topiary paradise in the middle of the ship was. Even though there were now hundreds of crew standing around, it didn’t feel crowded.

Mary glanced over at me, her smile as resplendent as her dress, and I thought about the tiny life growing inside her. We were going to be parents again. Late nights, feedings, diaper changes… it was all worth it to see our little one grow up to become a little person.

“Please, help yourself to more food and drink, and get to know each other.” Magnus raised a glass, two fingers of Scotch inside it. “To family. To the Horizon.”

“To the Horizon,” the guests chorused.

The music began playing again, and I soaked it all in for a second. This was so far from where we’d come, crammed together on a Kraski ship on our first mission. Now we were about to traverse the universe in a luxury cruiser, armed to the teeth with a full crew of at least a dozen different alien races. It was monumental. This wasn’t merely a human vessel; it belonged to Haven and the Alliance of Worlds.

Magnus came over, and I clinked my beer to his glass. “What did you think? Were you moved?” he asked.

“Very,” I told him. “Whose idea was this room anyway?”

Magnus’ gaze moved to Natalia. “My wife’s.”

“Great idea, Nat,” Mary said. “What a perfect respite from the daily grind. Your crew must love you for it.”

“Hopefully, they do,” Natalia said. “I’m not wearing a uniform for this journey. I’ll be a passenger like you. We’ll have to find something to occupy our time, Mary.”

We chatted for a while and ate some food while mingling. I had a chance to meet some of the crew, and in a couple of hours, my head was swimming and my belly was full. Jules was off to the side of the room, falling asleep near the water. Most of the crew had departed, and soon it was only our close friends left at the festivities.

“My dad would have loved this,” Suma said. We all sat in a row along the pool, staring toward the greenery across the room.

Slate returned from the buffet tables with a plate of pizza. “I wish Karo was here.” He bit into a slice.

“Has anyone heard from them?” Natalia asked.

“I was there a couple of weeks ago,” I told the group. “He says hi to everyone.”

“And how are he and Ableen doing?” Loweck asked.

“As well as can be expected. Who knew popping out four kids at a time was a Theos thing?” I said, receiving a laugh.

“He has his hands full,” Magnus said, glancing at his own sleeping kids.

“And his feet,” Slate said between bites. He offered the plate to me, and I shook my head.

Nick and Clare arrived, and the mood in the room changed. I couldn’t wait any longer. “Guys, what’s going on? Can you tell me yet?”

Magnus stood first. “No, but we can show you.”

Mary smiled and kissed me on the cheek. “You go with them. I’ll take Jules to bed.”

Nat stayed behind with her, and the rest of us followed Magnus. Hectal and Rivo chatted at the edge of our group, bringing up the rear.

It took about ten minutes to arrive at a doorway, this one with two bulky armored guards, holding heavy weaponry in their hands. They seemed familiar. Rivo greeted them, and I recalled why they’d been recognizable: the portal room on Bazarn Five. The taller frowned at me. “Dean Parker,” he said with a growl.

“Great. You two are here. Were you fired from your other gig?” I asked, and they didn’t reply. “You’re all being overdramatic. Whatever this is can’t be that…” The door opened, and the guards stepped to the side. Magnus took the lead, but I could already tell what we were walking into.

It was a portal room. On board the Horizon.
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The walls were clear glass, and hundreds of miniature symbols lit up as we entered. In the center of the room sat the portal table; a spectacular green-hued crystal hummed below it, powering the Shandra.

“How did you do this?” I was hardly even aware I’d spoken.

Clare stepped forward, the emerald light shining against her pale skin. “We relocated one from a doomed planet.”

“Doomed planet?” I spun around, suddenly feeling like the room was too small for all of us to be inside it at the same time.

“Dean, this is a good thing. The Shandra was on some forgotten world and was about to be destroyed by a supernova. We relocated it, that’s all,” Magnus said.

“Who’s we?” I asked. Had Mary known about this? Jules was the one who’d ensured the portals stayed functioning after the Theos were sent away by Karo and Ableen. They’d all taken on a green glow instead of blue ever since, and I hoped no one connected the dots, considering it was the exact same color as my daughter’s bright eyes.

“Garo helped.” Magnus glanced over at Rivo, who stood up taller, proud of what her father had done.

I let it all sink in, and Slate walked over to the table. “Pretty cool, hey, Boss?”

“You know what, this is pretty great. And it works?” I asked.

“Tried and tested. It’s a fully functional portal,” Clare told me.

Magnus came to my side and stared at the illuminated portal stone. “With this, we can move to and from surfaces easily, and now that we have the full Crystal Map, we can identify worlds with portals much easier. Think about it. You can keep working on Gatekeeper things while you’re aboard, if you want. We even have ten Gatekeepers on the ship with us, and they can continue exploring and doing whatever Sarlun has in store for them from the comfort of the Horizon.”

Something about having a portal inside our ship set off alarm bells in my head, and I wasn’t sure why. If they considered it safe, I knew I should too. I pushed my concerns aside for now.

“I think this is going to be fantastic. Mary’s not going to let me go anywhere, though, is she?” I laughed. The truth was, I didn’t want to depart on some foolish mission, not with my family on board.

“Probably not, but you can go have your meetings with Paul on Earth, we can check in with New Spero, we can have visitors on board like Terrance and Leslie.” Magnus listed off more benefits, and I couldn’t argue the fact that they were solid reasons to want the portal on the ship. The only nagging thought was the green light and the memory of Jules touching the stone on the Theos home world. The words We can help kept replaying in my mind.

Slate glanced at Loweck. “We can also stay updated on those guys who attacked the Gatekeepers’ Academy. If I ever get my hands around their necks…” Slate mimicked crushing someone’s throat, and Loweck offered him a quick shake of her head. He shrugged and stopped. “You get my point, Boss.”

“Okay, you’ve all sold me. This is going to be a great adventure.” I scanned the room, meeting Rivo’s eyes, then Hectal’s, seeing Suma without her beau, and then Clare and Nick, as well as Magnus, Slate, and Loweck, and it was almost like having the whole team together.

There were a few missing, but I knew Karo couldn’t make this one. Rulo was gone, and Regnig was a reclusive telepathic birdman, but with the portal, I could visit him, even persuade him over here for a tour.

“A great adventure indeed,” Magnus said, and we exited the room. I was the last to leave, and I peered over my shoulder as the lights dimmed.

“One last drink?” I asked Magnus quietly. I was exhausted and could tell he was too, but I wanted a minute alone with him.

“Sure. I have just the place,” he said. “Goodnight, everyone. I trust you can all make it safely to your rooms unchaperoned?”

Slate saluted him. “Yes, Dad.” The others laughed, and they all walked away from us down the hallway, leaving us alone with the immense guards.

“Gentlemen,” I said to the two from Bazarn, and headed in the opposite direction with Magnus.

“What do you think?” he asked me. The bravado he’d been carrying all night was gone, and I saw the worry lines in his face, along with the concern etched in his voice.

“I think you’re going to be a great captain and leader. I also think this is the sexiest spaceship ever created.” I laughed, and he joined me.

“You’re not kidding. Remember all those missions, the misadventures, the rescues, the losses along the way?” he asked as we went.

“I remember,” I admitted.

“Let’s avoid all of that this time. It’s our turn to do some good. That’s why I’ve chosen something a little unconventional for our first mission,” he said.

“What? Unconventional?” It was as if he’d read my mind. The entire reason for wanting to chat solo was to see where our first mission would lead us.

We walked through the corridor to the front edge of the ship, and the locked elevator opened at his arrival. “Bridge,” he said aloud.

“Yes, Captain,” a British woman’s voice said.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“The woman? Ship AI. KIM. Stands for Kinetic Information Monitor. KIM’s easier.” This elevator was smaller than the others, and the walls weren’t glass or see-through. The entire trip only took seconds, and the door slid open, revealing a dimly-lit room.

Lights flashed on as Magnus stepped from the elevator, revealing a state-of-the-art ship’s bridge. It was similar to the Keppe ship he’d commanded, but there were subtle changes. We walked inside, and I ran a hand across the top of the soft beige leather captain’s chair. It had a seat beside it about four meters away, and two helm stations near the front of the bridge, roughly ten meters from the widescreen viewer. Behind the captain’s chair was a wall of monitors, consoles, and blinking lights.

He powered up the console at the right helm station, and the viewer activated, showing Haven below. Our ship was slowly rotating around it.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he asked.

“I’ve always loved seeing worlds from above like this.” I plopped onto the helm seat beside him.

“So have I. Dean…” Magnus started, and stopped himself.

“What? You can say it.”

“Are you sure you don’t want the honor?”

“Of what? Being Horizon’s captain? No way, bud. That’s all yours,” I told him truthfully.

Magnus leaned over in the seat, slowly creeping lower in it. “I’ve heard the whispers. Everyone was surprised you weren’t in charge of this bad boy. Me included.”

I raised my hands in supplication. “You know I didn’t want this.”

“It was your idea,” he said.

“For you to captain. I’m done with taking charge. I never meant to become a leader of anything,” I said.

“Some people are born leaders, Dean, even if they don’t know it. You’re that person,” he told me.

“If it makes you feel any better, I look terrible in that shade of blue,” I said, and he barked out a laugh.

“God, I’m glad you’re coming with us. It’ll be like old times, won’t it?” he asked.

“I hope not. We were always being shot at,” I said.

“Touché.” Magnus keyed in some commands on the console, and a map appeared. “This is where we’re going.” The viewer zoomed and showed a foreign system. There was a star and a few asteroids in a line, but no planets.

“What is this? Seems a little dull,” I said.

“You told us about that little globe-sized planet from Fontem’s collection. We did some digging, with Regnig’s help, and we think this is where they’re from.” Magnus tapped his finger on the console.

I didn’t know what to say. “We’re going to bring it and drop it off? I don’t understand.”

“We put some feelers out among the Alliance members, and there’s a race out there that claims to have shrunk a planet. They used the globe world as proof and forced half a dozen other places to pay them to prevent the same occurrence on their planets.” Magnus raised his eyebrows.

“Mag, this had to be an awfully long time ago. I seem to recall something about thousands of years, maybe more,” I told him.

He sat up straighter. “It was, but we located their world too.”

He had me interested. “And what’s the plan? Head there, find some old bones, and interrogate them?”

“Dean, our mission is to explore. That’s the whole point. We’re working for the Alliance of Worlds, and there are still a lot of valuable allies to be made out in the universe. Ones we don’t know of yet. It’s our job to find them and offer them a position with us, to schmooze them and set up trade routes,” Magnus said.

“And what does this have to do with anything you were talking about?” I asked, staring at the image of the nearly empty space where the globe-sized planet had originated.

“Their world was chock-full of Rutelium,” Magnus said, as if that explained anything.

I drummed my fingers on the console, waiting for him to go on.

“It’s an element that used to be placed in drives before we harnessed singularities and backed them up with Inlorian coils,” he said.

I was losing my patience. “And what does that have to do with our mission?”

“Don’t you see?”

I shook my head.

“The element can still be harvested and used in drones. Clare says it will work far better than the technology we’re currently using. Once everyone shifted to a new way of building our hyperdrives, the Rutelium became obsolete,” Magnus said.

“And you want to go there, harvest it, and use it to make a bigger, better drone than the rest of them. Okay, I’m capturing your vision. What about the locals?” I asked.

“No one’s seen them for a very long time. Could be they up and ran. It seemed to happen a lot over the millennia.” Magnus switched the viewer to a flight plan.

I thought about Sterona and hated that I still didn’t know their fate. I had half a mind to find out. We’d cleaned the portal stone out when we forced the Iskios inside Mary to enter it, leaving us stranded, but since Jules had activated the entire Crystal Map once again, I knew we had access to return.

“This is your planned route?” I asked as I stood up, walking in front of the viewer.

Magnus moved to my side and pointed to the midway location. “That’s where we find what we know of as the Tri-System Station. No one has ventured past there for ages; at least, none of the Alliance members,” he explained.

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Dean, it’s a hard place out there in space. As we know, everyone and everything wants to kill you. They stay away because they don’t need to explore that avenue,” Magnus said.

“Not even the Keppe?” I prodded.

He returned to the console, and soon there were hundreds of streaks on the viewer over the zoomed-out map. It was in 3D and he rotated the view, allowing me to conceptually understand the multitude of directions and regions of space the Keppe had explored on record. I was certain there were a few they hadn’t disclosed.

“Not even the Keppe,” he said.

“So how do you know where the world is? The one with the blackmailing planet-shrinkers and the quarry of Rutelium.”

“It was in the database we obtained from the Kraski ships. They mentioned mining there but never got around to it, from what we can tell,” he said.

“Great. That’s comforting,” I told him. “So this is a mining expedition, mixed with hopeful dreams of sending the shrunken world back to normal, and also a diplomatic envoy?” I thought I had the gist of it.

“You bet. Are you ready for this?” he asked.

“For what? I’m not part of the crew,” I said.

“No, but you’re our official Alliance of Worlds ambassador.” He clapped me on the shoulder, and before I could say anything, he walked away, smiling at me from the doorway. “Have a good night, Dean. Glad to see you’re on board.”

I stood there, wondering what I’d just agreed to.


Four

“Are you sure we should be here?” I asked Slate from the corner of my mouth. The bridge crew on duty was mostly familiar faces to us. Loweck was behind Magnus, where she could handle the weapons systems if necessary. Slate had cut his hair to his military days’ length and had shaved his beard off, trimming off years as well as hair. He looked closer to twenty-five than his real thirty-five. Clare stood proudly for the monumental moment, her fiancé Nick at her side.

I noticed the glint off the pilot’s clunky head, and was thrilled to see Dubs was part of the team. He’d been freshly painted and wore a blue uniform like the rest of the crew. He hadn’t seen me yet, and I was anticipating speaking with him later.

Beside Dubs was a man I hadn’t met but had heard was Ensign Peter Tran. He was equipped with the translator modifications and was acting as the bridge’s communications officer.

Mary and I were in street clothing, not uniforms, but we’d dressed up for the occasion: she in a long blue dress, me in a blazer and jeans. I felt out of place on the bridge of a starship. Everyone else had a place here, a position, and a duty. The two of us stuck out like sore thumbs, but no one seemed to care. Magnus glanced over and gave me a wink.

He nodded to Ensign Tran, and the viewer changed to a picture of inside the Gatekeepers’ Academy below, on Haven. The seats were packed, and I saw members of the Alliance from all sorts of races. Padlog, Molariun, Inlorian, Keppe, Motrill, and others were in attendance, and I hoped we’d do them proud. We had at least two of every race’s members on board, representing them with honor. I was proud to be a part of this occasion.

Magnus cleared his throat. “Greetings from the bridge of our Alliance of Worlds flagship, the Horizon.”

The crowd cheered, and he gave them a minute. “We’re about to lead this vessel into unknown space, seeking allies, protecting those in need, and cataloging everything we’re able to. This is an exploration vessel, and our contingency of Gatekeepers will ensure their high level of protocol is met with each stop we make.

“Thank you for being part of this monumental day.” More cheering, and the crew clapped in sync along with the people on the surface. “We’ll be in touch, and wish us luck as we explore new horizons.” The screen went blank, and Magnus sat firmly in his seat, nodding to Slate.

“Dubs, bring us out,” he said softly. You could hear a pin drop as the android keyed in the commands on his helm’s console. Our ship rotated around Haven and pulled away slowly. There were at least a dozen other vessels in space surrounding Horizon, visiting friends wanting to watch the departure of the huge starship.

I was nervous, expecting something to go wrong. Was one of these ships going to attack us? Were we about to meet an enemy as we pulled away from Haven? Were the human-like aliens in the V-shaped vessels going to attack the planet as we departed?

Mary seemed to sense my mood, and she leaned in.

“It’s okay, Dean. This is going well,” she told me, and I gave her a smile.

We moved away with our in-system thrusters, and once we were ten thousand kilometers from the planet, Dubs’ gaze carried toward Magnus and rested on me. He raised a hand in a wave, and I waved in return.

“Captain…” He always called me that, so he was clearly addled by the thought of two captains on the bridge at the moment. “Captain, would you like me to set course for the Yon system?”

Magnus was sitting now. “Dubs, set course and increase speed.”

The massive exploration ship smoothly transferred to the hyperdrive, and stars stretched all around us through the viewer.

“Very good. Dubs, how long until we reach our destination?” Magnus asked. I was fully confident he already had this information, and that he was asking for the benefit of everyone else on board.

“Eight days, twelve hours…”

“Very good,” Magnus said, and he crossed the bridge, heading for Mary and me with Natalia beside him. His voice lost its bluster, and he whispered now. “What did you think?”

I chuckled. “I think this is pretty amazing. It’s like being on a TV show. You’ve picked a good crew here,” I told him, and he puffed up slightly.

Natalia patted her husband’s arm. “Don’t give him a bigger head than he already has. He’s struggling to fit through our bedroom door.”

Magnus’ smile disappeared. “We’ll talk later?”

“Sure. We’ll talk later,” I told him, and Natalia left with us. I tapped Slate’s shoulder on the way out, and soon the three of us were heading for the school.

It was on the top level, with a balcony overlooking the garden courtyard. Even from there, you could smell the fresh greenery. It was a lot nicer than the decrepit Ohio country grade school I’d gone to, and I’d told Jules so the day before when she complained about taking classes.

We entered the classroom, and kids sat at their desks, each with a built-in screen and keypad. Books were mostly a thing of the past out here in space, and I was a little sad Jules wasn’t going to grow up reading paperbacks and having physical textbooks. There were benefits to the new technology, and they far outweighed the old, but I was nostalgic about the things I had as a child.

The final manifest said the Horizon held three hundred and seventy people, and forty-three of them were children of varying ages. It was so strange to see, but there were small Padlogs, one of them still in larval stages. I was told it would become something akin to a butterfly humanoid one day, but not for the first six years.

Now it was a green caterpillar creature with a squished face and two skinny arms. Jules sat beside the Padlog, and she was talking with him, each of them needing a translator. She was pointing to something on his desk screen, and my heart melted at my daughter’s interactions with the alien child.

Little Dean was at the other side of the room with the older kids. An energy barrier separated the two parts of the class, one that would allow them to pass through but would restrict sound. Suma stood at the front of that class, and she was pointing to complex mathematical equations on a wall screen. Dean appeared bored.

“I hope he can grasp these lessons,” Natalia said.

“He’s smart. He’ll be fine. Plus, it doesn’t hurt that you know the teacher. Suma will help him, I’m sure of it,” Mary assured her friend.

Patty was on the other side of Jules: a year older, but they were in the same lessons for the time being. A Bhlat child raised her hand at the front of the class, and she asked something in English. “Why do we have to talk in your language?” She looked about five years old, if she were human, and she had short braids. She glanced over at us, and her eyes danced like the Empress’. Not all of the Bhlat had those galaxy eyes, but this one did; molten lava telling me she might be related to the Bhlat leader.

The instructor was a rail-thin man around my age. His name was Wade Truman, and he used to be a teacher on Earth. He’d been the most qualified person that had volunteered for the position, so he’d been selected.

“Well, Onud, we’ll be speaking all of our Alliance languages throughout the course of the school year. This month, it’s English, and next we’re speaking Shimmali,” Mr. Truman told the student.

A petite Shimmali kid let out a squawk I understood to mean something like “awesome.” He was so tiny, a miniature version of Sarlun, with his bald head and thin snout hanging over his mouth. His legs didn’t reach the floor from his seat, and he kicked them repeatedly.

Suma caught my eye from across the barrier, and I gave her a thumbs-up. She smiled and continued teaching. As much as it looked like she was enjoying herself, I knew she had bigger aspirations than teaching our children onboard the ship. She’d have every opportunity in life; that much was clear.

“Shall we?” I asked, motioning to the door. We’d only wanted to stop by and wish the kids luck on their first day, but they seem to have acclimated just fine. We waved to Wade and crept out the door. I didn’t think Jules even noticed we’d been there.

Natalia crossed the balcony, leaning against the railing. We joined her, and I took in the view. Above were the wide-spread glass ceiling panes, exposing the distant streaming stars as we cruised through space at unbelievable speeds. Below, we had the courtyard where off-duty crew members hung out.

“Are you glad you’re doing this?” Mary asked her.

“Da. Magnus loves it, and honestly, the kids do too,” Nat said.

“What about you?” I asked.

She turned, a sad expression on her face. “You remember my story, Dean. I’m happy to be alive. I’m glad to have a loving husband and two amazing children. Each day is a blessing.”

I did remember, and it was hard to imagine Nat was even the same traumatized woman, refusing to speak when we’d first met her.

“You’re right about that,” I said. I could smell coffee from here, and my stomach grumbled. “Anyone up for a cup of joe and a bagel?” I asked.

“That sounds perfect,” Nat said. “Since I’m not really part of the crew, I’m unsure what I’m going to be doing most days. The kids are growing older, and they’re in school for five hours a day.”

We took the elevator to the lower level of the courtyard and exited, stepping onto the hard stone floor. A few uniformed crew members nodded at us as we passed through, making for the café at the end of the huge room.

“I hear you. Our accommodations are great, but we’re going to have to find something to fill our time,” Mary said.

I hadn’t really considered that a problem. “When have we been able to relax since the Event? We’re always on the go, living from home to home, running around on missions we aren’t sure we’ll survive. Here, we have the chance to take it slower and be ourselves for a while. I, for one, will be doing some reading,” I told them.

“Reading? Fiction?” Natalia asked as we stopped at the café. There were about ten tables set around the coffee bar, each with four seats, and we took one closest to the greenery.

“Is that so surprising?” I asked.

“I didn’t know anyone was still writing,” she admitted.

We ordered coffees, and I noted there were at least five beverage options I’d never heard of, along with the Keppe version of bean water, which we’d been forced to endure for a short time. I elected to stay with the good old Earth blend.

“There are lots of writers on New Spero these days and countless books from other worlds. Did you think humans were the only ones interested in escaping their humdrum reality on occasion?” I asked.

Mary took over. “You’ll have to excuse Dean. He’s passionate about some things, and apparently, this is one of them.”

Nat took a sip then blew on the top of her drink. “I guess I hadn’t really thought of it. Are you going to peruse some sweeping Kraski romance novels, then?”

She meant it as a joke, but I still had a sore spot when it came to our old enemy’s name. Magnus and I had basically destroyed most of them, and Lom of Pleva had finished the job when he blew up the colony planet they’d settled on.

“Dean, I didn’t mean anything…” Nat started, and I smiled at her.

“Nat, don’t worry. And no, I like to think the Kraski were more into cookbooks,” I said, receiving a light laugh from the two ladies. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the little boys’ room.”

Mary looked worried, but I met her gaze, letting her know I was fine.

The bathrooms were across the courtyard, conveniently near the water feature. A couple minutes later, I was heading out when I heard a hissing sound, and realized someone was trying to obtain my attention.

“Psssst. Dean… pssst,” it said.

I spun in a circle, searching for the source, and noticed movement behind the flowing waterfall. I marched toward it, wishing I was armed. But who would be on this ship that wanted to harm me?

“Come out,” I said. The water rushing was loud here, drowning out my words. “Come out!” I said, louder now, and a figure emerged ten yards away.

I squinted, trying to see who was coming toward me. It was dark over here, and water hung in the air like fat raindrops. “Keep coming,” I said.

“No. They’re after me,” he said. The voice was vaguely familiar.

“Who? Who’s after you?” I took a step forward and saw who it was.

“The guards. I don’t know what gave me away, but they’re after me,” Sergo said.

“Sergo, what are you doing here?” I couldn’t believe the Padlog thief was on Horizon.

We met in the middle now, and I shook my head at him, frustrated with the man. His bulbous black eyes reflected a hundred versions of me, and I wondered how he saw things through them.

“I… I needed a place to cool down. Things are hot out there, Dean,” he said, crossing his arms across his chest.

“That’s because you keep stealing things, and that makes other people angry with you.” I said this slowly so he could comprehend each word.

He waved a dismissive hand. “I don’t take what they can’t afford to lose,” he said.

“Sure. You’re a real Robin Hood,” I told him.

“Robin who?”

“Never mind. How did you make it here?” I asked.

“You know the Supreme visited, right?”

I did. I’d met with him on the surface of Haven, but I didn’t tell Sergo that. “Go on.”

“He came for a tour of Horizon, and I managed to sneak aboard his vessel. It really wasn’t that hard. I think the old guy has lost his edge…”

“Sergo! Why are you on board, hiding behind a waterfall?” I was losing my patience, and my coffee was getting cold.

“Right. After you sent me off to Volim, which, I have to say, was not a very nice thing to do… I thought we were friends,” Sergo said, trying to sound hurt.

“Who ever said we were friends?” I asked.

“Well… there was the time… okay, I guess we’re more like business partners,” he said.

I wasn’t going to argue with him. Sergo was clearly delusional. “What did you do?”

“What makes you think I did anything?”

“You just said you needed things to cool down.” Talking with Sergo was frying my nerves.

“I may have convinced the Supreme’s granddaughter to go out with me, and after a few dates, I borrowed some things from her,” Sergo said, innocently raising his hands.

“What kind of things?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know.

“You know… a jewel-encrusted crown, a few knickknacks… her maidenhood.” He said the last out of the corner of his thin-lipped mouth.

“You borrowed her maidenhood?” I asked, raising my voice. Sergo was incredulous.

His eyes darted around. “That one I didn’t borrow. She gave it to me most willingly, but it was also the same time old Gramps came over for a visit. It didn’t end well,” he said.

“And somehow you escaped and snuck onto his ship, ending up on our exploratory vessel?”

“Exactly. I was doing okay for the first week, but someone noticed I was sleeping in the cargo hold on floor eleven. And here I thought I was being cunning. They’re searching the ship as we speak, asking the other Padlog if they’ve seen me. It’s outrageous,” Sergo said.

I’d thought, by ignoring his pleas to give him sanctuary after he’d stolen those Inlorian bars, that I’d never have to see him again. “What do you want me to do about it?”

“Hide me. You’re Dean Parker. Aren’t you in charge of these… humans?” He said humans like the word was sour on his tongue.

I did laugh now. “I’m not in charge of anyone. I can introduce you to the actual leader, though. Big guy, goes by the name Magnus, you may remember him,” I said, and his eyes went wide.

“No, that’s okay. I’ll take my chances here,” he said.

“And why would I let you do that?” I asked.

“Because we’re friends. Haven’t we been over this?”

I was over it. “Fine. You stay in your hidey hole, and I’ll return to my life. Great seeing you. Hope we can catch up in another two years,” I said, not meaning it at all.

“But, Parker, you can’t leave me. What am I going to eat? I’ll be a pitiful scavenger,” Sergo said, his voice imploring.

“Let me think about it.” I turned and walked away, leaving him desperately whispering my name.

I returned to the table, and Mary raised an eyebrow at me. I’d been gone a long time. I sat down and took a swallow of my now cooled coffee. “See that waterfall?”

They nodded.

“Sergo is behind it.”


Five

“What are we supposed to do with him?” Magnus asked me. We were in the belly of the ship, at a secure brig that only high-level crew members could access. Slate, Magnus, Loweck, and I stood down the hall from the cell that held Sergo.

He was moaning from his new home, beseeching our compassion. “I can’t live like this. I’ll die down here!” he was shouting.

“This guy’s giving me a headache, Dean,” Magnus said.

“Remember, without him, we couldn’t have found Mary,” Slate said.

“We could have. Plus, he tried to scam us. I don’t trust him,” I told them.

“I thought the Padlog were our allies. Alliance of Worlds and all that stuff,” Loweck said. Her orange skin seemed brighter under the lighting.

“They are, but that doesn’t mean the scummy thieves like Sergo are. They’re a great race, but we’ve been to the seedy underbelly of their capital. It’s not pretty. Drugs, drink, and fighting, and that was in our first ten minutes,” Magnus said. “But they do have that nectar…”

“Magnus, focus. What are we doing with him?” I asked, hoping we could leave him there for a while to teach him a lesson.

“We leave him here. Teach him a lesson,” Loweck said, mirroring my exact thoughts. She was part android, and I met her gaze, wondering if she’d somehow read my mind.

“Good plan. Dean, want to give him the news?” Magnus asked.

“I’d rather not,” I said, raising my hands in front of me.

“I’ll do it. I’m in charge of security, after all, and he doesn’t know me.” Loweck left us, her boots clanging, echoing through the hallway floor toward the cell.

“You guys really went all out. This is one hell of a brig. Expecting trouble?” I asked them.

“I wasn’t taking any chances. Mutinies are real, as are altercations on board, especially for such a long mission, with races from around the universe working so intimately. We figured better safe than sorry,” Magnus said.

“We’ve been gone from Haven for six hours, and we already have a tenant in the dungeon. Seems like it was a good idea,” Slate said.

“No! You can’t leave me here!” Sergo yelled in anguish.

“I guess she gave him the news.” Slate looked proud and beamed as Loweck returned.

She wiped her hands in the air, signifying the task was done. “I’ve never seen a Padlog cry before. It’s not a pretty sight.”

We turned and headed out of the brig, one less thing to concern ourselves with.

____________

“Papa, where’s Patty?” Jules asked.

“They’ll be here soon, honey. How was class today?” I asked my daughter.

“Good. They taught us about the lifecycle of the Padlog. Roopi was embarrassed,” she told me. I assumed Roopi was the larval kid I’d seen.

Jules and I were alone in the suite, and I was starting to relax. The idea of having an actual home on a starship was foreign to me, and to most of the crew, but it was growing on me. We had everything we could need, and it was as comfortable as our house on Earth, with one exception. We couldn’t go outside for fresh air.

“Are you having fun here?” I asked her. We were sitting at the kitchen island, Jules drawing on her tablet. I set my reader on the counter and turned to Jules. The book was good, a young author from New Spero writing a spy thriller set in Terran Ten. A hybrid was pretending to be one of us, pulling information for a mysterious race of aliens, one wanting to take over our newly constructed cities. It was well-written, but the material might have been a little close to home for me.

“I love it, Papa.” Jules smiled at me and returned to her tablet.

“What are you drawing?” I asked her.

“A planet,” she said, showing me.

It was indeed a planet, with continents and bodies of water. She was starting to paint in space behind it, and she used her pinky finger to dot bright stars around the backdrop.

“What world is that?” I asked.

She shrugged her little shoulders. “I don’t know. I had a dream of it.”

“A dream. Do you remember your dreams?” I asked her, and she met my gaze. Her green eyes danced in the light, and she tapped her chin thoughtfully.

“Some of them. Not all.” She continued with the picture.

“Don’t forget to save that one. Mom will want to see it,” I said.

“She likes anything I do.”

“That’s because you’re her daughter,” I told her.

“I can tell when you really like them,” she said.

“You can?” I asked. Jules was special, and I still didn’t know what kind of powers she held in that mind of hers. We saw glimpses every now and then, but I was afraid of the repercussions, so we tried to stifle the gifts. It was the only way to protect her.

“Yep. I can feel it,” she said, and before I could ask any more questions, the doorbell rang.

“Hold that thought.” I kissed her on the top of the head and wound my way to the front door, finding Magnus, Dean, and Patty. An android accompanied them. Maggie followed me, barking at the sight of the newcomers.

“Who’s this?” I asked, nodding toward the robot.

“This is NM-19. She’s a nursemaid… or something,” Magnus said.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Parker,” she said, holding out her hand. She was a brand-new model, shiny and quite humanoid in appearance. Dubs was a few thousand years old now, and technology had come a long way from his clunky shape.

“Nice to meet you too, NM-19. Come on in,” I told them, and the kids ran inside.

“Jules. Jules!” Patty squealed. Little Dean followed her inside with far less enthusiasm. I hoped he had friends on board his own age. Someone to get into a little trouble with and play games with.

“We all set?” Magnus asked. He wasn’t in uniform tonight, and it was the first time since being aboard that I’d seen him relaxed like this.

“Are we leaving the kids here alone?” I asked.

“No. We’re leaving them with the Nanny-Bot.”

NM-19’s eyes glowed blue. “I am fully capable of caring for up to six children under the age of ten human standard years at the same time, with a ninety-eight point three percent chance of success rate.”

I mouthed the words “success rate” to Magnus, and he grinned. “See? She has it under control.”

What choice did I have? Mary and Nat were out with Loweck doing a kickboxing class, and we’d set up a meeting. A very important meeting.

I sneaked in to say goodbye to Jules, and she was already watching some animated movie with Patty on the couch.

“Dad, can’t I come with you?” Dean asked.

“You’re too young. We’re doing important… ship stuff,” Magnus said.

I jabbed Magnus in the ribs lightly with an elbow. “Let him come. It’ll make his week,” I told him quietly.

“Fine. But don’t breathe a word of it to your mother,” he told Dean, and the boy ran up to us, hugging his dad around the waist.

“Thanks, Dad!” He peered up at me. “Thanks, Uncle Dean.” This was quieter. So he had heard me pitch for him.

“Girls, we’re off. Dean’s coming with us. Behave for NM-19,” I advised, but neither of them glanced over.

“Where are we going?” Magnus’ son asked as we entered the foyer outside the main crew’s suites.

“Like I said, to an important meeting,” Magnus told him.

Five minutes later, we moved into the room on the side of the cavernous hangar on the side of the Horizon. Security was posted at the door, letting us past them.

“Are the others here?” Magnus asked the guards.

“Yes, sir. All four of them are inside,” one of the guards said.

We moved across the metal floor, and Dean was thrumming with excitement as he scanned the room, seeing the various types of spaceships still docked inside the massive vessel we called home.

We passed a Kraski ship, then a Padlog one, and finally made it to the far side of the hangar. The door opened at our arrival, and we found the others waiting for our clandestine meeting.

“Boss, you finally decided to join us,” Slate said from behind the poker table. He was shuffling cards, and a fat cigar hung from his lips. The smoke swirled above as the ventilation fan kicked in with a whirring sound.

“Wouldn’t miss the big game for anything,” I told him.

Hectal took the end seat, his huge armored frame threatening to snap the table in half if he leaned forward. He wore a dealer’s visor. “Where did you find that?” I asked him.

“3D printer,” Magnus answered.

The Shimmali man I’d seen Suma with was here, still in uniform. “I don’t think we’ve met.” I stuck my hand out, and his snout wagged as he shook it.

“I’m a science officer. Name’s Silo,” he said.

“Great to meet you.”

“I’ve heard… a lot about you. All of you. I feel like I know you guys already,” he said in English. Clearly, he had the voice translator modification as well.

“Suma’s the best.” I didn’t want to be the overprotective father type but couldn’t help it. “How are things going between you?”

He blinked, glancing around at the others nervously. I could tell he felt like a trapped animal when Magnus stood at the doorway, arms crossed over his wide chest.

“Good. Really well… I think,” he answered.

“Glad to hear it. We playing cards?” I asked, pulling up a seat.

“Magnus, you finally realized you have no skills, so you brought a ringer to play for you?” Slate asked him, nodding toward the young boy in the room.

“I have no doubt he’d beat you, Slate, but Dean is only watching… this time.” Magnus set a hand on his son’s shoulder.

“Nick,” I said, noticing him for the first time. He was tucked away in the corner, in a tight room with a lot of hefty personalities. “What are you prescribing tonight?”

He reached for the fridge behind him. “Cold beer. Lots of it.” He passed me a bottle.

Little Dean took a seat between his father and me, watching with interest as we played the first few hands, strategizing one another’s styles of gameplay. I won the fourth hand, and we settled into a rhythm, bantering as we played.

“This station we’re heading to, is it like Udoon?” I asked.

“I’ve been there before,” Hectal said. “It really is the edge of the galaxy. Not much past it, at least not for a few light years. I haven’t seen Udoon, but I hear it’s a mess. This place is high-tech.”

“Who runs it?” I pressed, checking my freshly-dealt cards. I folded them.

“I’m not sure. I’m more of the shoot ‘em up kind of guy. I let the Admiral Yopes of the world worry about that kind of thing,” Hectal said, sticking a cigar in his mouth. Slate passed him a lighter.

“It seems like it’s run by some corporation, funded out of a nearby system called Oria Sixteen. Apparently, anyone is allowed to dock there, no matter who they are, but the first sign of trouble, they’ll disable you and arrest the entire crew,” Magnus said. He threw some chips into the growing pot in the center of the table.

“And that doesn’t concern you?” I asked.

“Why should it? We’re not going to do anything wrong. We’re also not bringing the Horizon there,” Slate answered for the captain.

“That’s right. We’re going to remain behind a day’s travel, and use one of the ships in this hangar to head there. We figured it might be advantageous to keep our mission to ourselves,” Magnus said.

“Then why bother going to the Tri-System Station at all?” I asked.

Magnus stared at the visible cards on the table, and bet again. He was heads-up against Nick, who was silently assessing his next move. “Because there’s someone there we’re picking up,” he told me.

“Really? And who is this someone?” I asked.

“The man that’s going to lead us to the Rutelium-filled planet,” Magnus said, flipping his cards over. He grinned as Nick mucked his cards, and Magnus raked the stack of chips into his corner of the table.

“I thought you knew where the world was already?” I asked.

Magnus glanced at me. “Close enough. This guy is supposed to be trustworthy. He wishes to be cut in on the Rutelium mines. Sounds fair.”

I didn’t like it one bit. “Did you ever think this could be a trap of some sort? That this guy has no clue where this planet is?”

“It’s crossed my mind a few times. Dean, relax, we have a capable crew, and we know what we’re doing,” he said.

I let it go. It wasn’t my show to run; I was merely a passenger and an ambassador when needed. I sipped my beer, trying to be in the moment and not worry about the future. This was part of the reason I’d chosen to come on this venture. To spend time with friends and family.

We kept playing, and my chips dwindled. My personal communicator vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out. It was a message from my suite, and I stood up, moving to the edge of the room. I tapped it, and the smooth gray face of NM-19 filled the screen.

“Mr. Parker, we have a problem,” she said.

“What is it?”

“Jules and Patty are missing.”


Six

There’s nothing in life quite like the moment you hear your young child has run away. Even if it was on a contained ship, a thousand terrifying scenarios ran through my head, each worse than the one prior.

“What is it?” Slate asked.

“The girls snuck out. We have to find them,” I told Magnus.

He instantly grabbed his communicator and called someone, speaking in rushed sentences.

“We’ll find them. Don’t worry. They couldn’t have gone far,” Magnus assured me, but his expression of panic must have matched mine.

I tried to think of where they would go, and couldn’t decide. “Let’s split up. Everyone take a floor, and keep in contact.”

We ran through the hangar, my legs half asleep from sitting for so long. We split up at the elevators, each exiting on a different floor. I checked the school first. It was dark and locked. I moved to the balcony overlooking the courtyard and scanned for any sign of the two small girls. Nothing.

I took the elevator and searched behind the waterfall in the spot where Sergo had been hiding. They’d cleared out his garbage and blankets, and Jules wasn’t there.

“Think, Dean, think,” I said. Maybe she was with Mary.

I video-called my wife, who answered from inside Nat’s suite. Loweck was laughing beside her, and Mary’s face turned serious when she saw my expression. “Tell me Jules is with you ladies?”

“What do you mean?” Mary asked, worry thick in her voice.

“She was with the Nanny-Bot Magnus brought over. They left our suite,” I said.

“Where are you? I’ll be right there,” Mary said, and I waited for her in the courtyard.

It was late, but life on a vessel such as this didn’t go by a clock. The lights were still on, and people were ending their shifts, heading for coffee, or starting their days. It was a mixture of the weary and well-rested, and I felt out of place among them as I impatiently paced beside the green topiary.

“Dean.” Mary hugged me. “Where would she go?”

“I don’t know. We’ve only been here a few days. She hasn’t seen the entire ship yet,” I told her.

“Neither have we, for that matter.” Mary was frazzled, but she seemed more composed than I was. “Think. Where would she go?”

I closed my eyes, squeezing them tightly, and it came to me. “I know where she is.”

We ran through the halls, taking the elevator to the fifth floor. We were permitted entrance based on our biometrics, and the two of us stepped through the blue energy barrier leading to the portal room. A guard stood on either side of the door, one human, one Keppe. Our big friends from Bazarn Five were nowhere in sight.

“I was so sure I had it right,” I said, and Mary stepped to the guards.

“Anyone come in or out tonight?” she asked.

The human acted annoyed, and he blinked at her, suppressing a smirk. “No. I’m still not sure why they even need us here. This has to be the worst posting on board.”

I wanted to grab the man by the collar and shove him against the wall. Someone could arrive through the portal inside the room they were guarding, someone or something dangerous. I imagined a creature like the one that had taken over the Shimmali man, then traveled to New Spero to nest in my home. If one of them were loose on the ship, it could be disastrous.

“Just keep your eyes peeled and don’t let anything out or in,” I told him through clenched teeth.

The Keppe nodded her understanding, and the man finally relented, nodding as well.

“I’m going to check the room anyway,” I said, opening the door.

“Listen, I told you no one has…” He cut himself off as he peered inside and saw what I did.

Jules and Patty stood by the portal, the crystal beneath the table glowing bright green, the symbols on the glass walls illuminating the entire room.

“Jules!” I shouted, and she glanced at me over her shoulder. She smiled; such an innocent, happy face.

“Papa! We’re going to help,” she said, her hands on her hips. She was in pajamas, and so was the slightly older Patty. They were so tiny, so young as they stood there, both basking in the glow of the portal.

“How the hell did they sneak in here?” Mary asked, tapping the human guard hard on the chest.

He raised his hand. “Gee, I don’t know. I swear we didn’t see anyone, did we, Yola?”

The huge female Keppe warrior shrank and shook her head. “No one went by us. We would have seen them.”

“Then how do you…” I started, but stopped as I heard Jules giggling.

“Don’t tell anyone about this.” I lifted a finger to my lips, frowning at the two guards. “Not a soul, understood?”

“Dean, what are you…” Mary, sensing my mood, didn’t finish her question.

“Jules, come over here, right now.” I walked over to her and searched the table. She’d selected a symbol, one I didn’t recognize. It had four lines at forty-five-degree angles, and an oval set horizontally across them. I made a mental note to study it later.

“Papa, don’t be angry. We were being good,” Jules said.

“We’re going to talk about this at home. Mary, can you let Magnus and Slate know we found them?” I asked, grabbing my daughter by the hand. I gripped Patty’s in my other and walked through the doorway. The symbols on the glass walls dimmed, and the crystal stopped thrumming, going quiet once again.

Mary caught up at the elevator, and I refused to speak with Jules until we were behind closed doors. She was pouting now, her lower lip jutting out, tears threatening to burst at any moment. Patty was way ahead of her; understanding she’d done something wrong, she cried for her mom.

It felt like forever, but we finally made it to our suites, and Magnus stood waiting with Natalia at his side. Patty’s mom rushed to her, swooping her up. “Where were they?” Nat asked.

I scanned the foyer, seeing we were the only ones there. “They were in the portal room,” I whispered.

“What? How?” Magnus said, too loudly.

“I don’t know. The guards said they didn’t see anyone come through,” Mary told them.

“How is this possible?” Nat asked, assessing her little girl in bunny pajamas. Patty pointed at Jules, and nothing else needed to be said. “We’ll bring her to bed. Thanks for finding them.”

“Guys, I’m sorry,” Mary told them. “If you don’t want her to play with Jules…”

“Don’t be silly,” Natalia said. “They’re only kids. They’re also inseparable. Talk to her. She’ll tell you what happened.”

She was right. “Where’s NM-19?” I asked.

“In the closet.” Magnus pointed at a door across from the rooms. “She was very apologetic.”

“If Jules could make it past two guards, I can see how she could escape a Nanny-Bot,” Mary said.

We said our goodnights, and when the door shut, Jules slid free from my clutches and ran away, her soft footsteps slapping against the hard-tiled floor. I heard her door shut.

“What are we going to do with her?” I asked Mary.

Her hand went to her stomach, and she absently set it there. “I don’t know, Dean. She’ll talk to you about it. She seems to think you guys are a dynamic duo. I’m sure she only wants to be like her dad, using the stones to help people.”

My head was throbbing, and I kissed Mary on the cheek, heading for Jules’ room. Inside, a nightlight cast a warm orange glow over her princess-themed bedroom, and her small form hid under the blankets.

“Jules.”

Nothing.

“Jules, can we talk?” She remained still. “I really want to discuss what you did tonight.”

Finally, her tiny head emerged from beneath her covers. “I only wanted to show Patty something.”

“Show her what?” I asked.

“Never mind. It was wrong. I shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry.” Her eyes blinked quickly. She was putting on quite the show for me.

“Honey, how did you get there?” I asked.

She scootched up in the bed, sitting now. “I don’t know. I told the guards I didn’t want to be seen.”

“That’s it?” I asked, wondering what kind of power lurked under her skin.

She nodded.

“Where were you trying to go?” I asked, recalling the symbol she’d chosen.

“Nowhere. I was showing Patty the Shand-ree.” She said the name wrong and tugged harder at my heartstrings.

“Honey, you can’t go there. It’s dangerous,” I told her.

“But I helped make them,” she said defiantly.

“That’s right. And one day you’ll be able to use them like I do, but you’re not old enough yet. You have to stay safe, and go to classes, and listen to Mommy and Daddy, okay?” I asked, patting her on the leg.

“I guess. I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said, sounding so much older than she was.

“It’s okay. Promise me you won’t do it again,” I said firmly.

“I promise.”

“What do you promise?” I’d been tricked by her before.

“I promise not to go to the Shand-ree room.”

“And?”

“I promise not to make people not see me,” she added.

“Good.” I wanted her to promise never to use any of her powers, but it would be like asking her to cease breathing. Her mysterious gifts were growing all the time, and even now, the blankets moved up on their own accord. I sighed and gave her a hug. “I’m here to protect you. You remember that.”

“Okay, Papa,” she said.

“I love you.”

“Love you.”

I left her in bed and found Mary in the living room, staring out the windows into the vastness of space.

“What are we going to do with her?” she asked.

“Keep an eye on her. Try to understand what she’s capable of, and see if we can curb her use of the powers.” I plunked onto the sofa. “Maybe being here wasn’t such a great idea.”

“I think it was. I’m happy to be around everyone for now. Don’t forget we have an appointment with Nick in the morning,” she informed me.

I had forgotten. “Sure thing.”

“Dean…”

“Go ahead,” I prompted her.

“I want you to be on the team heading to the station,” she said.

I was shocked. “I thought I was taking a back seat here?”

“You have a level head and are always able to help in strange situations. It might be best if you joined them for this one,” she told me.

“You don’t trust the crew?” I asked, not judging.

She sat beside me. “I do, but I trust you more.”

“If that’s what you think, I’ll go with them,” I agreed. “It should only be for a couple of days, but you know how that goes.”

“A couple of days turns into weeks while you’re imprisoned on a planet of googly-eyed harpoon-bearing aliens?” Mary joked.

I wasn’t sure I was ready to joke about it yet. The thought of being in that cell, with no clue if I’d ever escape, was almost too much to bear. “I’ll try not to bring home any more cyborgs.”

“If you find more like Loweck, you have my permission. Plus, she and Slate appear to be quite close,” she said.

“How do you think…? Never mind.”

Mary swatted me on the arm and laughed. “Let’s go to bed. We’ve had enough for one evening.”

A short while later, I was lying in bed picturing the symbol Jules had chosen, remembering I hadn’t looked it up yet. I made a mental note to do it first thing in the morning.
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The rest of the week flew by, and we were only a day’s journey from stopping half a light year away from the Tri-System Station. It was in the corner of three separate systems, each with their own star and clusters of worlds, mostly rocks or ice, or in gaseous states, depending on their positions.

Jules had behaved all week, refraining from using any of her abilities, at least that I’d witnessed. I was finally having hope she could live on the ship, blending in with the rest of the children.

“Dean, you here?” Slate asked, tapping the table.

“Yeah, sorry,” I said, focusing on the discussion.

“This is him. His name is Zoober Quab. He’s a Brenonid,” Suma said. A video feed of an alien appeared on the screen of the meeting room. It was a frog-like being with a squat body, legs folding up to its chest, small arms, and no neck to be seen. It was green and had white eyes on either side of its head. A tongue flicked out of the mouth in the sequence.

“And he’s our contact?” I asked.

Magnus stood up, clearing his throat. “I may have spoken out of turn the other day. Zoober knows we’re coming, but since you’re part of the team now, Dean, I’ll tell you the plan.”

“You weren’t going to before?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. “Zoober is a man of varying interests, it appears. He claims to know where the world of Rutelium is located.”

Slate stuck his hand up. “If this guy’s so resourceful, why wouldn’t he go there and mine it himself?”

“Good question. It’s one you’ll have to answer for me,” Magnus said.

“We go to the station, dock, and make contact? What does the plan entail?” I asked.

“He’s going to think you’re …” Magnus averted his gaze from me.

“What?” I asked.

“He thinks you’re a mercenary crew. It’s the way he operates,” Magnus said.

“We’re tricking him?” I asked.

“In a matter of speaking. We’ll cut him ten percent of all profits, when we do find the world and mine it,” Magnus said.

“And the shrunken world. Do you really think this empty world’s previous inhabitants did that, or was that another lie?” I was becoming annoyed at the deceit. I didn’t like the plan.

“That’s one hundred percent true, Dean. I’m not pulling a fast one on you. I told you it was a ‘two birds with one stone’ kind of a mission,” Magnus said, his face softening. I believed him.

“Okay, so we go in, pretend to be a rag-tag crew of misfits, lull him into our trap, and obtain the planet’s location? That’s the only way?” I asked.

“He wouldn’t trust us otherwise,” Hectal said. “This ship has our Keppe fingerprints all over it. There’s no love lost between the Brenonid and us.”

“What did you do?” I asked Hectal.

He appeared insulted at my comment. “We didn’t do anything. The Brenonid have a way of trying to screw everyone over,” Hectal said. “Lord Crul doesn’t take kindly to that.”

I didn’t imagine he would. “That’s why we’re pulling this on Zoober? A little revenge?”

“Not quite, but if it eases your conscience, you can think of it that way,” Magnus said.

“Fine. Who’s the crew, and what’s our story?” I asked.

Magnus grinned wide, and Suma tapped the controls on her console, changing the image on the screen. “You’re the Ghosts. We’ve had the name spread around a bit over the last year, in preparation. Alliance of Worlds members have talked about how they’ve been taken by the Ghosts, or had valuable information and goods swiped by the skilled organization.”

“You’ve been planning for a while,” I said, not sure I liked the way they were doing this.

“We have. Dean, this may seem underhanded, but this is how things are done out there,” Magnus assured me.

“Fine. We’re the Ghosts,” I said. “Who’s coming?”

“I’m the tech wizard of the group. Hectal and Slate are the muscle, and Loweck’s going to be the brains, and since you’re coming along, we thought you could take the role of investor,” Suma said.

“Investor?” I prodded.

Magnus crossed his arms. “You’re backing this venture. You can act like a snob for a few days. It’ll be great.”

I kind of liked the idea. Let them play their parts in the Ghosts, and I could be a human investor with a few Inlorian bars to barter away. “Good. What’s next?”

We sat and discussed the details, and I grew more confident it would work by the hour. If this all panned out, we’d not only have a way to mine a planet and fund our Alliance of Worlds and the Gatekeepers’ Academy, we might be able to find a way to return the globe-sized world hiding among Fontem’s collection. It was a win-win.

Or so I hoped.

____________

The Padlog vessel hummed to life, and I scanned the bridge. Slate was chatting with Hectal. Suma sat beside Dubs, who was on loan from the Horizon for the next few days to shuttle us to the station. Loweck stood beside me, and our small cast of characters was finished off with a Padlog female resembling a wasp. Her head was pointed, her black and yellow skin stretched tight. She watched the viewscreen with interest, and small wings flicked on her back.

“Are you ready for the role, Walo?” I asked her.

“I’m ready. It won’t be the first time I’ve been in a sticky situation.” She smiled, her voice a melodic buzzing.

“Glad to hear it,” I said.

Magnus appeared on the viewer, and he wished us luck. “Make contact with us when you arrive, then go dark. We don’t want anyone connecting you to us, understand?” he asked.

“Got it, Captain,” Slate said, and the image flipped to the inside of the hangar.

I’d said my goodbyes to Jules and Mary earlier in the day and hoped they were safe while I was off on this adventure. Part of me wanted to tell the crew I was out, and to leave the Padlog vessel, but another portion of me was drawn to the intrigue and challenge of the mission ahead of us. My feet stayed planted on the bridge as the ship lifted off the ground, and Dubs led us through the energy field.

Everyone had on dark clothing, though we didn’t wear uniforms that matched. It would make us stick out too much. Hectal had been to the Tri-System Station before, and he assured us it was a veneer of wealth covering a seedy underbelly, like most worlds.

Once we were clear of the immense starship, I relaxed, easing into the role. My clothing was tailored nicely, a thin blazer with matching pants and a collarless shirt underneath. We had ten Inlorian bars, a near fortune to show Zoober if necessary. We had to convince him we meant business and had the means to start a mine.

Once we had the planet’s location, we’d be able to trace it to the Crystal Map, and since Jules had activated and powered the entire system, it contained thousands of destinations where we’d previously only had hundreds.

If we could travel there via portal, we could scout it out before bringing the Horizon there, saving us a lot of time. I was more concerned about finding a way to reverse the small frozen planet from its tiny scale.

We’d been so close to helping the various creatures on the Collector’s ship, but he’d slipped away. Standing there, watching space rush past us in the viewer, I wondered if we’d ever encounter the Collector again, but since he was on the other side of a dimension through Cloud, I doubted the chances were very high.

“Thank you for allowing me to be part of the mission,” Walo told me.

I pointed at Slate. “Thank Commander Campbell, not me.”

“I will.”

“Why did you decide to join the crew of Horizon?” I asked her.

She buzzed before answering. “The Supreme asked me to. I’m his… granddaughter,” she said, and my eyes went wide.

“You don’t happen to know Sergo, do you?” I asked quietly, recalling what he’d told me about borrowing someone’s maidenhood.

Her melodic voice lowered. “I do. Why do you ask?”

“No reason. I’m glad you’re here. The Supreme has helped me on a few occasions,” I told her. “He’s a good…” Grasshopper? Man? “A great leader.”

“He is that.”

The trip was due to take a day, and we settled in for the journey, Dubs happy to fly nonstop since he didn’t need to sleep or eat. Before we knew it, we were arriving at the Tri-System Station.

All of us crammed onto the compact bridge, and Slate barked out orders. “Suma, can you zoom on the station?” She did, and we could see at least forty various space vessels parked at the two-tiered docking bay arms.

“What’s that?” I asked, seeing the V shape in the far corner. It was leaving.

“Tracking.” The V-shaped ship glowed green as she traced it, and the image zoomed.

My voice caught in my throat, and I coughed. “It’s them.”

“It appears so, Boss,” Slate said. “How many are here?”

Suma answered. “Only the one, and it’s leaving.”

“Damn it,” I muttered.

“Would you rather face them?” Slate asked.

I wasn’t sure. “I want some answers. Like how there’s a race of aliens that resemble us out here, and why are they attacking the Academy on Haven?”

“We’re not equipped to fight them. We’re a day from our starship and literally have zero allies here,” Slate said.

I was proud of him for being the sensible one right now. “You’re right. Still… we need to find out more about them,” I told everyone.

“We will,” Suma said firmly.

“Suma, send a transmission to Magnus. Let him know we’re here and what we found,” Slate said.

Loweck stood beside him, their shoulders touching. “I advise we wait for a response,” she suggested.

“Very well. We wait.”

We didn’t have to pause long. “It says to proceed with caution, and to do as much recon without being obvious about it,” Suma read from her console. She glanced over at me.

“Good. Take us… sorry, Slate, go ahead.” I stepped to the side, letting him take charge. It wasn’t my place.

“Take us in, Dubs,” Slate ordered, and we moved toward the station.

I hoped this was going to be as simple as Magnus had made it sound.

____________

We were granted clearance after ten minutes of bartering with the station’s diligent security, and I wiped my hands on my pants, trying to release some of my anxiety about the mission at hand. It didn’t work.

Slate and Hectal played their roles from the start, heading out first, standing tall and intimidating. It wasn’t hard for them.

Loweck hung back with me at her side. She wore a scowl, a new side of her, since she was usually quite affable. I had seen her do some serious butt-kicking martial arts before, so I knew she harbored a mean streak.

Suma and Walo finished off our crew, with Dubs staying on board in case of an emergency. The Padlog ship’s exit ramp lowered into an arm of the station, and we were greeted by an android.

It said something I couldn’t understand, and Loweck nodded to Suma, who spoke for her. “English.”

“Very well. Welcome to Tri-System Station. We have an assortment of levels for you to enjoy. There are the relaxation spas on level minus seventy-three, or perhaps you’re more interested in Alloria spirits, which can be found on level twenty-seven, right above the swimming pools.” The android was wearing a green uniform and spoke with a gender-neutral voice.

I realized how little we knew about the station. Hectal claimed they’d only stayed one night, and Admiral Yope had visited some dignitary or another, leaving Hectal to guard the door the whole time. He hadn’t seen much else.

“We’re hoping for lodging,” Suma told the android.

“Very well. Follow me.” The android turned and rolled down the hall, briefly reminding me of Lom of Pleva’s robot pirates. That was where the similarities ended. Still, Lom had a lot of resources and finances. He might be a shareholder in this station. I was glad he wasn’t around any longer to make a surprise visit.

The lift was in the center of the station, and it was a circle about ten meters in diameter. Once we were all standing on the platform, it lowered without a sound. I tried to see what was on the levels we were passing by, but we moved too quickly to tell.

The platform stopped, and we found ourselves in the lobby of an intergalactic hotel. The station hadn’t appeared so large from our ship, but once inside, I noticed how immense it really was. This one floor alone was forty feet high, the entire hotel lobby made of dark shiny marble material.

Beings from across the universe were here, most of them unfamiliar to me. The more we traveled, the more I came to understand how many races existed. It was hard to keep up with.

A few of them watched us with interest, others not caring in the slightest about our arrival. Another android greeted us, taking us to the front desk where a hologram appeared. Since they took Loweck to be our leader, the image appeared like a male of her kind, orange with short green hair.

Suma had taken on the role of intermediary, and in no time, we were told to follow the path.

“What path?” I asked, and a tiny drone floated behind us, moving toward a corridor, leaving a trail of light for us to follow.

“Cool,” Slate said quietly before glancing around and frowning again, taking on his role as the big dumb guard.

I was obviously gawking because I didn’t see the being until I was squished flat against its side. It was at least twelve feet high and resembled a giraffe with a humanoid head. The face bent over to scowl at me before returning to conversing with its partner.

“Sorry,” I said, backing away to catch up to the others.

Our rooms weren’t far, and I saw we’d settled on three suites, each with several bedrooms. Just enough space for all of us to share.

“Loweck has the biggest room. I think it would be fair for Slate to guard her, since he’s her private protector,” Suma whispered, and Slate nodded his agreement.

“I guess that means you’re stuck with me, Hectal,” I told the Keppe warrior.

“And you and I can get to know each other, Walo,” Suma told the female Padlog.

“How are we going to find this Zoober character?” I went to the door and tapped my code into the screen. It slid open, revealing a spacious entrance.

“You don’t find Zoober. Zoober finds you,” a voice croaked from across the hall. The amphibian man was flanked by three Brenonids, each holding what I could only assume were guns.


Eight

Before I had a chance to register exactly what was happening, Hectal and Slate had guns in their hands, and Loweck was holding a throwing knife.

Zoober raised a webbed hand. “Put them away. Don’t make a scene. I thought the Ghosts would be smarter than this.”

“You surprised us, Zoober,” Loweck said, taking the lead.

“You must be the head of the Ghosts, none other than Phantom herself.” Zoober looked pleased with his powers of deduction.

“That’s me.” Loweck slid the knife away so fast, I didn’t see where it went. “Come inside. Let’s talk.”

“Very well,” Zoober said, motioning for his guards to lower their weapons. “If you don’t mind, I’ll bring them in with me. Strictly precautionary, of course,” he said in English; his neck billowed after speaking, releasing a light croak. “You” – he pointed at the smallest of the three Brenonids with him – “stay out here.”

Loweck nodded to Hectal. “Stay here with him.”

“Yes, Phantom,” Hectal returned, playing along.

I tapped my door shut as we entered the largest suite. Part of me was relieved we didn’t have to waste time searching for Zoober, but I also found it disturbing how quickly he’d found us. On this station, the frogman clearly had the home field advantage.

The suite was immaculate: more of the same dark marble, veined with glimmering gold and silver. I tried my best to appear sure of myself and walked past Zoober, securing one of the large solo chairs in the living space.

“I’ll take an Alloria and nectar,” I said out loud to no one in particular. I hoped that made sense.

Everyone looked at each other, and Zoober made a waving motion with his hand to one of his people. The frog-guard croaked and gently hopped across the room, finding a bar at the edge, near a window exposing the suite to the image of space.

From here, I spotted a vessel arriving at the station. They flew vertically along the space station for a moment before veering away. The room didn’t shake in the slightest at the powerful thrusters activating near it.

“Who are you?” Zoober sat in the living room on a dark chair meant for one. His second guard stood behind him, small arms twitching as if he expected trouble.

I pointed at my chest in an exaggerated motion, as if to say “who…me?” His tongue flicked between his lips, and returned to its resting place. “I’m Reginald Vanhoutte,” I told him.

“Never heard of you. Where’s the tattoo?” he asked, and my breath caught in my throat.

“Why do you ask?” I accepted the beverage from the hopping guard, and he gave Loweck one as well before heading toward his boss.

“Because I don’t see many Kold people, and here… I’ve now seen two today,” Zoober said.

“I’m afraid I don’t know who you speak of. I’m human,” I told him, sipping my drink, trying to appear casual.

“Hooman? Oh, the pesky new race everyone’s been going on about. Kind of an ugly bunch, aren’t you?” Zoober asked, a smile spreading across his warty face.

I’d just been insulted by a giant frog. Where had I gone wrong in my life to end up here? “Can we focus on business?” I wanted to press him about the Kold, because we now had a name for the V-shaped ships attacking Haven. This was good.

“Yes, business. This is why we’re all here, isn’t it?” Zoober’s gaze snapped to Loweck, who’d stayed quiet. I was mentally urging her to speak, since she was playing our leader.

“Zoober, quit messing around.” She stood up tall, seeming as picturesque as a superhero. “We want the same things, Rutelium being on the top of the list. You know where the planet is. We have the means to travel there and scope it out, find out what makes it tick, and we have the financial backing to set it up.”

Zoober’s eyes rotated around in his head. “And why should I bother working with the Ghosts?”

“If you were capable of doing this on your own, you wouldn’t be sitting in this room on a distant space station. You’d be overseeing the mines from a mansion on the world right now,” Loweck said point-blank. She was doing a great job.

“You’re not as dumb as that one looks.” Zoober pointed at me. “I’ve tried, but a few recent… misgivings have set me back a few years.”

“I’d be careful who I insulted, Zoober,” Loweck said. “That ugly human is your only hope of funding this expedition. He’s our money man. A private investor from New Spero.”

“New Spero. That god-awful place where everyone’s supposed to live in peace and harmony and all that crap?” His tongue forked out a few times in distaste.

“My home offends?” I asked.

“It’s not natural. A space station like this, yes, I understand the value. We come, we go, we leave the aliens to their business, but living among one another on a single planet? That’s calling for disaster. I give it five years before the entire world is nothing but rubble orbiting a star,” Zoober said.

“Then we’d better get to work so I can find a new home,” I told him with a smirk.

“You’re growing on me, Reginald,” he said. “Still, I can’t trust you guys have the tenacity to reach the planet and do what needs to be done.”

“Why?” Loweck asked.

“Because all I’ve heard are rumors, and I don’t operate on rumors. I need proof.”

“And how do you obtain proof?” I asked him, and took a sip of the drink. It was sweet and sour at the same time, but surprisingly a good combination.

“You do a job for me. Return in one piece with the object, and you earn the planet’s coordinates,” he said, far too satisfied with himself.

“A job?” Loweck asked. “You have to be kidding. We’re not some low-rent mercenary group.”

“That’s the deal,” Zoober said.

We’d talked about some options on the ship as we’d traveled to the Tri-System Station, and I decided now was as good a time as any to try the bribe.

“We’re low on time here, Zoober.” Slate had set a pack behind the couch, and I went to it, unclasping the top. The energy field allowed me inside, since I was programmed to have access, and I wrapped my fingers around an Inlorian bar. I held it up.

Zoober’s eyes popped out even more, and his guards looked at their boss. “Is that…?”

“An Inlorian bar. You cut the crap and give us the planet’s coordinates now, and we give you two of these today,” I said.

“Two… that’s only…” It was a lot of credits’ value, and he knew it. The price of the bars had skyrocketed after the Inlor withheld production to create demand. Their cost had doubled since I’d used them to buy a ship from the Traders on the way to find Magnus and Natalia.

Loweck took over. “It’s a lot of credits, and you know that. We’ll give you two more when we’re satisfied the planet is the right one.”

Zoober stood quickly, and his guards had guns appear in their hands with the blink of an eye. “Or we can take that bag and dispose of your bodies,” he said with a laugh.

“I don’t think so,” Loweck said.

“And why’s that?” Zoober asked, the mirth still in his voice.

“Because your guards aren’t going to be able to help you,” she said. Seconds later, the two frog people slumped to the floor, and Walo stood behind them, a weapon akin to a wasp’s stinger in her hand.

Zoober shuffled off the chair and surveyed the bodies. “Are they…?”

“Dead? No. But they’re going to feel like they drank a keg of nectar tomorrow,” Loweck said.

“Fine. You win. But the original bargain stands. You do a job, I give you the location, and I want fifty percent of the mine,” he said.

“Five,” I told him.

“Five! That’s ridiculous. You have to be out of your mind! Forty,” he countered.

“Seven.” I took another sip and over-admired the flavors for his benefit. “This is good. Do you want one? You’ll have to pour it yourself. It seems your little serving boy is having a nap.” I nodded to his guard on the floor.

“Reginald, I thought we were becoming friends,” he said to me with a scowl. “Thirty. I want thirty percent.”

“Tell you what. You tell us what this job is, and then Phantom will make the call,” I said, pushing the negotiations over to our leader. Loweck grinned.

Zoober did get that drink, and he spoke while his back was to us. “Nothing really. There’s an abandoned space fleet around the bend.” He turned, and his eyes were bright as he finished the description. “Rumors say there’s a device inside one of the vessels. I want it.”

“A device? Why haven’t you retrieved it yet?” Loweck asked him.

“As I’ve said, I’m no longer a man of means like I once was. It’s rare to make it off my home world… no one. They’re all content to hop from one pad to another in the Pond of Life, eating oversized insects… no offense.” He glanced at Walo, and she buzzed quietly. “I’m not going back there. This device is special.”

“What does it do?” I asked.

“I’m not really sure, but there was a battle centuries ago, and no one has been able to salvage the fleet in all these years. This device could change the way wars are won,” he said.

“Does the device keep scavengers away?” Loweck asked.

“Perhaps. As I’ve said, it’s merely a rumor.” His eyes were bouncing inside his head. It was hearsay, but I could tell Zoober believed the story.

“So you want us to head to an old battle site, where a device may or may not be waiting to kill us?” Loweck asked. “You have to be kidding.”

“I’m not. Not if you want the Rutelium,” he said.

“And this… this device is worth more than two Inlorian bars today. Right now?” I asked.

He nodded, his throat flaring as he croaked nervously. “Far more. I’ll never have to worry about anything in my life when I sell it to the right bidder.”

This had me curious. I needed to see what this device was, if it was real. I didn’t like his thought process. “Where do we find it?” I asked.

“Does that mean the Ghosts will take the job?” he asked gleefully.

“Do we have a choice?” Loweck asked with a growl.

“I suppose not. Not if you want the coordinates, that is,” Zoober said. He pulled a tiny drive from his pocket and drained the rest of his drink, setting the empty cup on the countertop. “This has everything you need. Bring the device to me, and you have the coordinates. And I have my thirty percent.”

Loweck grimaced. “Twenty. For all the charades you’re putting us through. Twenty.”

Zoober nodded. “Fine. Twenty. When I sell this device, that’ll be spending credits.” He nodded to his men on the floor. “What do we do about them?”

Walo knelt beside them and poked their skin with another tool, this one obviously an antidote. They groggily came to, shaking their heads and croaking.

“Stand up. We don’t have all day. Letting a bug get the best of you? You should both be ashamed of yourselves,” Zoober said, going on as he left through the hallway. A minute later, they were all gone, and Hectal was catching up with us inside the suite.

“What’d I miss?” the Keppe warrior asked.

I flipped the small information drive in my fingers and looked Slate in the eyes. “It seems the Ghosts have a mission.”


Nine

“You have to be kidding!” Slate watched as Suma took us through the information again from the meeting room on Horizon. “He wants us to head into that? It’s guarded by robots. It has to be.”

“You’re right.” Suma tapped her chin with a finger. “I have a plan, though.”

The image showed well over a hundred vessels, dead in space. Over half of them were circular: shaped like donuts, hollow in the middle. The picture was taken from a distance, because as soon as anything came within range of the fleet, the ship’s system was killed. Instantly, the power was cut, no matter what anyone tried.

“What about the power source problem?” Loweck asked.

“I might even have a solution. It’ll take a few days to reconfigure the Padlog ship, but I think we can do something about the energy issue,” Suma said.

“Okay, so let’s say we do manage to sneak past the sensors that kill every other ship. Then what?” I asked.

“Zoober doesn’t know which ship the target device is on, and he didn’t tell us what it was, other than the fact it wiped out an entire enemy fleet in minutes. Or so his rumors advise him,” Slate said. “Could we run a scan of the area and find out where the confluence of energy is coming from? That would mark a ship, right?”

Suma nodded. “That would work, and it appears like someone thought of that in the notes here, but no one has been able to breach the wall before. If we can pierce through the barrier, we’ll run the scan, find the ship with the fabled device, and board it.”

“What about the robots?” Hectal asked.

Loweck tapped a tablet, and a holographic image appeared, talking about the race of Maev from thousands of years ago. They’d created robots, putting their own consciousness inside the husks in an effort to live forever.

“These robots will be waiting for us on the ship we track? Guarding the device Zoober wants?” Slate asked.

“It seems that way,” Suma said.

“What could this life-changing device be?” Walo asked, and I leaned forward, contemplating Zoober’s comments.

“He wants to know how the Maev put themselves into the robots. He wants to sell the ability to live forever.” I cringed at the idea of placing my mind into a metal man.

“I’m more interested in the barrier that cuts any energy source, like a powerful EMP in space,” Suma said.

“You’re right. Imagine if we could use it against an enemy invader. If those Kold returned to Haven, we could have a surprise in store for them,” Slate said, clapping his palm hard on the table.

“We have a plan. Suma, you find a way to avoid detection on our ship. We run a scan, find the ship they’re centered on, board it, download what information we can about the Maev and their creepy technology, and take whatever’s killing the energy from any approaching vessels. Sounds easy enough,” I said sarcastically.

“We need someone good at sneaking around. I wish we really were the Ghosts, because I don’t imagine Hectal here would be a great team member to infiltrate the robot vessel,” Loweck said.

“I wish we had Sergo onboard,” Walo said with a glimmer in her eye. “He can steal anything.”

I laughed out loud. I hoped I wasn’t going to regret this. “Of course he can. What would you say if I told you I knew where Sergo was?”

____________

“Finally came to your senses, hey, Parker?” Sergo was walking with a hop in his step as we exited the ship’s brig. He froze when he saw the entire Ghost crew standing there, cross-armed.

Walo was tapping her foot, as if awaiting an explanation from a husband home far past his bedtime.

His antennae jerked from side to side. “Walo, what a pleasant surprise.”

“Save it, Sergo. You were here all this time and didn’t think to reach out to me,” she said.

“Butterfly, you’re the only reason I came here in the first place. Your grandfather wouldn’t let me near you, so I risked everything to sneak aboard Horizon so we could be together,” he said, and I assumed all of that was a lie. Most of the things from his mouth were, but Walo seemed to eat it up.

“Oh, Sergo, do you mean it?” She hugged him, and I turned away as the wasp woman kissed Sergo.

“If you two don’t mind keeping it in the hive, we have work to do,” Slate said. He was now in uniform, no longer a goon for the Ghosts, but the commander of a starship. “Magnus is waiting.”

We made our way to the meeting room off the bridge. Magnus was already inside, scanning over the materials we’d sent him. I stopped Sergo at the door. “Don’t say a word, understood?”

“You don’t have to be so hostile, Parker. I comply,” Sergo said.

“I don’t like it,” Magnus told us as we approached.

“Which part?” Loweck asked.

“Any of it.”

“We’re supposed to be extracting the Rutelium world’s coordinates, and here we are gallivanting on some side hustle for a frog,” Magnus barked.

“What choice do we have?” I asked him.

“We could have grabbed Zoober and brought him here. Forced it from him,” Magnus said.

“Is that really how you want to operate?” I glanced at the door, making sure it was shut. “This is an Alliance of Worlds starship, Magnus, not a rogue vessel that beats up minor criminals for juicy gossip.”

Slate stepped back, afraid to be caught in the crossfire. I didn’t flinch.

“You have some nerve,” Magnus started, and shifted his stance, running his hands over his red hair. “You’re right, Dean. I’m sorry, everyone. It’s…”

“What is it?” Loweck asked.

“It’s running this damned ship. On Fortune, it was like a well-oiled machine, but here, with the new crew, it’s a mess. The other day, the kitchen schedule was all sideways, and no one ate for twelve hours. Can you imagine? Then we have bunking issues, noise complaints, officers sleeping at their posts, and some virus has been spreading among the Keppe on board, sending half of them into Medical,” Magnus said, spouting off the long list of issues.

“Sorry, Captain. We didn’t know it was so bad,” Slate said. “What can we do?”

“You can go on this mission and get the coordinates so we can stick to the plan. But be quick about it, and be careful. I have enough on my mind. I’m not ready to deal with anything happening to half of my bridge crew,” he ordered.

I felt for Magnus. At the same time, I was selfishly grateful they were his headaches and not mine.

“We’ve already started on the ship modifications,” Suma said. “We should be ready to leave in two days.”

“Good. You’re dismissed,” Magnus said, but I stayed behind while the others left.

I took a seat beside Magnus and saw how exhausted he was. “You can delegate things, you know. Mary would be pretty good at helping with some of the scheduling stuff. She has a knack for that kind of thing.”

Magnus sat up straight. “Do you mind asking her about it?”

“Sure. I’ll do it right away. Is there anything else?” I asked. I’d known Magnus a long time, and it was clear there was more going on underneath the surface.

“Dean was in a fight,” he said.

I was surprised. “Where? How?”

“After school. Kids were playing in the gym, and they bullied him into the corner, and he hit one of the Keppe kids.” Magnus smiled.

I grinned at the thought of his small, skinny son punching one of the huge Keppe youngsters. “Is he okay?”

“Sure. He took a bit of a licking, but the supervisor saw them and broke it up pretty quickly. I just hope he can get past this. He has to go to class with these kids,” Magnus said.

“Life among the stars isn’t much different from life in the suburbs, is it?” I asked, and he laughed, a good sound from my old friend.

“You have that right, Dean.” He stared at me. “You sure you want to do this mission? What does Mary say?”

“She’s not happy, but she’s not mad at me over it,” I said.

“Who, then? Me?” Magnus pointed at himself.

“No, she loves you. I have to make sure this is my last solo adventure for a while, though. Why do I always let you get me in trouble?” I asked him.

“Ha. I think it’s the other way around, compadre,” Magnus said.

I recalled meeting him and Natalia on that dirt road while Carey and I walked along it, after escaping the ship that had chased us away from Mary, Ray, and Vanessa. It was so long ago.

“I’d better go.” I patted him on the back and left him to his own thoughts.

____________

“Papa, what’s this?” Jules asked, poking a Molariun vegetable with her fork.

“It’s… good for you,” I said, and she stuck her tongue out.

“Dean, you can’t say that. Then she’ll never eat it,” Mary whispered.

“Mom, I’m not a little kid. I can hear you,” Jules said, but still refused to try the stringy orange food.

“I never thought I’d let you talk me into working in HR… well, I guess it’s technically not human resources. What do we call it?” Mary asked.

“Alien resources? That might offend. You better check with the department director on that,” I said, trying the vegetable. It was awful. I chewed it, forcing a smile while Jules watched with a vested interest. “Mmmm, that was good.”

“Papa, you’re lying. I can tell,” she said. I didn’t know if she really meant it or if she was merely reading my expressions.

“Fine. I’m skipping this and going straight in for dessert,” I told her, pushing my plate away. She did the same thing, and Mary rolled her eyes.

“You two are peas in a pod, aren’t you?” Mary feigned being exasperated, and Jules giggled.

“Peas in a pod, right, Papa?” Jules asked.

“You bet.” I waved to the server and asked for three ice creams. Horizon had a family-friendly restaurant, complete with servers and cooks. It wasn’t the universe’s best cuisine, but it was nice to be in a different environment for dinner tonight.

The ice cream came, and Jules became quiet as she ate it.

“How long is this going to take?” Mary asked.

“The ice cream?” I asked. “Not long. I’m almost done.”

“Dean, can you be serious for a minute? How long is the mission going to take?” she asked.

“The fleet wreckage is a full system past the station, which is going to take three weeks in the newly spruced-up Padlog ship,” I said.

“Three weeks in each direction, plus whatever time you spend there. You could be gone for two months.” Mary sighed.

“Papa, can I come?” Jules was done with her dessert, and she stared over at me with her big green eyes.

“No, honey, you have to stay and take care of Mommy for me,” I said.

Two months of Mary’s pregnancy. She was thinking the same thing as me. I’d promised to stay with her while we did this tour on the Horizon. “It’s okay, Dean. I’ll keep busy with starship business, and Jules is in class every day. We’re going to be fine. I’d much rather be here than the alternative.” She didn’t have to mention the last time she was expecting, and where she was for much of it. Our special-powered daughter was enough evidence of that time’s effects. Mary’s were there, but less visible on her surface.

“I’ll be careful. When we return, we can expect a few months’ journey to find this Rutelium world.” I smiled at the server as he took the empty dishes. I couldn’t help but notice Mary’s was still full.

Mary’s voice lowered. There were full tables on either side of us, and we were surrounded by members of Magnus’ crew. “Do you think there’s even a connection to the globe-planet there?”

“I really can’t say. Magnus claims there’s reference to it. I believe him,” I said.

“Good. I hope we can help them. I’m going to visit Karo and Ableen while you’re gone too,” Mary said.

I glanced over at Jules, who was paying close attention to our conversation. “Are you sure you should be using…” I covered part of my mouth to hide my words from Jules. “...the portal?” I mouthed the last two words.

“I think it’ll be fine. She can come too; I’m not leaving her. Plus, we can bring Karo and the kids with us. They’d love to see Horizon,” Mary said.

I was a little upset I wouldn’t be there to see my friend and his new little family – or not so little. Four kids were a lot to handle, and I expected Karo was likely stressed out by the whole ordeal.

We left the restaurant after making Jules wash up and found ourselves in the courtyard. Dubs was sitting at a table in the coffee shop, alone. “I’ll catch up with you two. Movie night?” I asked, knowing exactly what film Jules would choose. It was always the same one.

Mary peered over my shoulder to see the android, and she smiled at me. “We’ll set it all up. See you soon.” She kissed my cheek and walked off with Jules beside her. Jules was talking her ear off about something, and Mary was nodding along.

“Dubs,” I said as I approached. “What are you doing here?”

He motioned for me to have a seat. “Captain… is it all right if I still call you that? It may be a difficult habit to break.”

“I don’t mind.” I sat opposite him at the round bistro table and ordered a decaf coffee from the server.

“I find it strange to have these conveniences aboard a starship,” Dubs said, his voice monotone.

“So do I. We have a swimming pool, a courtyard with a waterfall, a gymnasium, three restaurants on top of the mess hall, and a full-sized library. It really is a marvel,” I said.

“Do you enjoy it?” Dubs asked.

“I’m not sure. So far I do. I haven’t had much time to explore,” I said.

“Would you care to go for a walk? The captain gave me the day off. I needed to recharge, and he placed a human at the helm since we’re not currently moving.”

“Sure.” I took my to-go coffee cup and let Dubs take the lead. “Where to?”

“If you haven’t seen the library yet, I’d like to show you,” he told me.

“Great. You were sitting alone. Thinking about anything in particular?” I asked the robot.

He turned to me, his face unreadable as always. “Not really. I know that’s what people do. I don’t know many of the crew yet. Most of them view me as a machine,” he said.

I didn’t remind him he was a machine. Truth was, I enjoyed talking with him, and had since we’d found him on Larsk a few years earlier. “You’re a good friend, Dubs. I’m glad we’re all together on the ship.”

“Me too, Captain.”

We walked in comfortable silence for a few minutes, and eventually found the library on the fourth floor, near engineering. Clare walked through a door and bumped into me while she kept her head down, scrolling through a tablet. “Sorry, Dean. Didn’t see you there. Hi, Dubs.” Dubs had spent some time with Clare at her research facility on New Spero, and the two were well acquainted with one another.

“Hello, Clare. What are you working on?” he asked.

“Suma has me running tests, but I’m missing something. I hear you guys are departing soon?” Clare asked.

“If everything goes smoothly, we’re leaving tomorrow. Are these tests for our mission?” I pointed to the tablet, and Clare nodded.

“I think we have it, but I don’t want there to be any uncrossed t’s.” Clare held the device up.

“Can I take a peek?” Dubs asked.

“Of course.” She passed him the tablet, and his metal fingers darted across the screen, so fast they turned to a blur. “There it is.” He showed her an equation, and her eyes sprang wide open.

“Dubs, how did you do that?”

“It was quite simple, really… I…”

I zoned out, having no clue what language they were speaking. By the end of it, Clare was hugging the metal man and thanking him profusely.

“Wait until I show this to Suma. Maybe you should go with Dean on this mission,” she suggested.

“I would appreciate the involvement,” Dubs said.

It sounded like a good idea to me. “If you want, I’ll talk to Magnus. I don’t think he’d mind, especially if it helps our chances at success.”

“Very well. I’ll await his decision.” Dubs seemed excited, but it was hard to tell.

Clare bustled into the hall, talking to herself and staring at the tablet again.

“The library is here,” Dubs said, leading me to the end of the corridor. A few off-duty crew members loitered, talking quietly inside the doorway.

I let a low whistle out. The library was huge. I’d been worried Jules couldn’t experience reading paper books, but I was wrong. There were thousands of volumes lined on metal shelving, the racks going to the ceiling twenty meters up. “Where did this all come from?”

“I supposed he had many of them transferred from Earth. There were hundreds or perhaps thousands of unused libraries on your home world. Magnus had them curate quite the collection, I’m told.” Dubs walked deeper into the library, and he picked up a book from a non-fiction section about our second world war. He flipped through it quickly, his eyes whirring as he took in all the information. The entire process took all of one minute, and he set the book down. “That was a trying time for humans.”

“You read the whole book?” I asked, realizing he now knew more about the war than I did.

“I did. Fascinating.” He picked up another, this one on the Roman era, and I left him to his devices as I strode through the countless aisles, happy to exist among so many books.

I eventually found the fiction section and plucked ten or so books. One thriller for Mary and two kids’ books that I thought Jules would like. I checked them out from an automated machine that sensed which ship inhabitant I was, and I said goodbye to Dubs for now. It appeared he’d be there for a while.

With an armful of reading material, I went home. Home. The word was strange here onboard a starship, but it was quickly becoming just that. And in the next day or two, I’d be leaving it once again.

I showed my family the library books, and Jules was far less impressed with a paper book than I’d hoped. We settled in for a movie on the couch, and soon I was nodding off between Mary and Jules.


Ten

“Engines are a go. Everyone ready?” Suma asked, and we all confirmed we were prepared for takeoff. The ships had built-in gravity and inertia dampers, but we erred on the side of caution after all the recent modifications to the Padlog ship.

The Ghosts were off on their first dangerous mission.

“Taking us out,” Dubs said, piloting the vessel out of Horizon. We moved away from the giant starship, and Suma brought up a 3D map on the viewer. She plotted in our path, and a yellow trajectory line appeared, along with a countdown. At this in-system speed, it would take us three years to arrive.

The moment Dubs kicked us into hyperdrive, the math changed, and it said slightly over twenty days. Much better.

We had a full ship for the adventure. Slate and Hectal. Loweck and Suma. Walo and Sergo, which I still wasn’t sure was a good idea, and me and Dubs, our robot pilot.

The Padlog ship was still larger than the Kraski versions we were used to, and Slate said he intended to train while we were here. I’d told him I’d join, generally because I’d fallen out of the routine of keeping in fighting shape. Most of my days on Earth over the last year had involved riding horses and telling my daughter stories at bedtime.

“Suma, we’re sure this is going to work?” I asked her as she joined me in the kitchen. I was making coffee, and she stuck an empty cup out.

“Definitely. We aren’t sure what they’ll be sending our way, but this shield should keep it from frying anything inside the ship. Dubs really helped. It increased our power by twelve percent.” Suma slurped from the cup.

“Is that a lot as far as shield power goes?” I asked.

“It could be the difference between returning to the Horizon or starving to death among the wreckage of a hundred other alien ships,” Suma said.

“Well, if you put it that way, I’ll buy Dubs a beer when we make it home.”

Suma laughed. “So will I.”

“How are things going, Suma? We haven’t had a lot of time to talk.”

She sat on a stool, and I joined her, glad for the few minutes alone with the Shimmali girl. Woman, I corrected myself. She’d grown up right in front of my eyes. I still pictured her as that little girl Slate and I had encountered our first time through the portal on New Spero.

“Things are going well. Busy on the ship, and, you know…”

“Silo?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, Silo. Do you like him?” she asked.

“Honestly, I only met him once and didn’t talk a lot with him. Does your father know about him?” I asked.

She nodded. “He does.”

“Does he approve?”

“Only as much as a man like Sarlun could, I suppose.” Suma smiled, warming the room.

“Good. You deserve the best, remember that,” I told her.

“Thanks. How are things with Jules?” she asked. Suma was one of the few people I trusted enough to tell about Jules’ growing powers. She didn’t know the full extent, but she understood enough to keep quiet about them.

“She’s doing okay. I think being on the ship will be good for her,” I said.

Sergo and Walo walked by the doorway, chatting away in their own language, and I leaned in. “Suma, do me a favor.”

“Anything,” she said.

“Keep an eye on Sergo, would you?”

“You don’t trust him?”

“Do you?” I asked.

“Not as far as I can throw him,” she admitted.

“I really wish we didn’t need him here,” I told her.

“I’ll watch him.”

“If this business with Zoober is real, there’s no way Sergo won’t try to weasel his grubby fingers into our prizes,” I said, forming an idea.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Suma asked, and I laughed with her.

“Great minds.” We didn’t elaborate; instead, we talked more and drank coffee.

We had a lot of time to kill before the three weeks were up.

____________

“We’ll be arriving in ten minutes, Captain,” Dubs said. Everyone had accepted that I was in charge of the mission, even if I wasn’t an appointed leader. Loweck admitted she wanted to take my lead; that she would play Phantom for Zoober, but not on board our ship with our team.

It felt good to be thrown into the mix, as much as I didn’t want to admit it. “Let’s bring it to in-system thrusters and zoom in. We don’t know where their energy-draining boundary begins.” I watched as the stars slowed from streaking lines to solid pinpoints in the distance.

Suma zoomed, and we spotted the first dead ship five thousand kilometers away. There were far more after it in every direction. “It appears we’ve found the border,” she said.

“When can I do my thing?” Sergo asked, rubbing his hands together vigorously, like a fly. He must have noticed, because he cleared his throat and set his arms awkwardly to his sides.

“Soon enough,” I told him. “Bring us in slowly, and Suma, start the scans if you think they’ll reach.”

“Starting scans,” she parroted. We watched on the viewer as the scans illuminated a radar map of the region. It pinpointed over two thousand objects larger than ten feet in diameter, many of them debris from the battle so many centuries ago.

“It’s faint. We need to be closer,” she said.

We waited while our vessel neared the first ship we marked, and Dubs brought us to a halt. “I suspect they will attempt…”

The ship rocked lightly, swaying from side to side like a boat in the water before we slowed to normal.

“Was that it?” I asked.

“We can only assume that was the Maev sending their automated energy emitter,” Suma said.

“It worked! How about that, Boss?” Slate pumped his fist in the air.

The celebration was short-lived as the power cut out, leaving us in the dark.

“Dubs?” I asked, but he gave no reply.

We couldn’t see a thing, but a moment later, the lights flashed on, and the viewer showed an image once again.

“It kicked us out temporarily, but the system held up. We should be safe,” Suma said. We had life support ready and in place, and I was very glad to not need it.

Dubs whirred and clanged before his eyes powered up again. “Hello, I am W…”

“Dubs, are you okay?” I asked the robot, and he beeped and booped a few times before turning to face me.

“Captain, I am fine. I merely went through a reset. The systems appear operational. Would you like me to continue?” he asked.

“Yes. Make sure the cloaking shield is activated as well,” I said, not wanting to be a flying target in the enemy’s back yard.

“Do you think the Maev are still alive on one of these ships?” Loweck asked.

Recalling the details of them transporting their minds into machines, I cringed at the question. “I don’t think they’re alive per se, but I expect we’re going to meet them.”

“The cloaking shields are activated, and with the doubling of the new Inlorian cores, we should have enough juice to fuel all our layers,” Suma said.

“Meaning?” Sergo asked.

“Meaning we can stay hidden and avoid being shut off by their powerful blasts of energy-crushing technology,” Suma said.

“That’s… good,” Sergo said.

We moved deeper into the old battlefield, and I wondered what the war had even been about. Here we were, thousands of years later, thrusting through the wreckage of a battle no one remembered. Had it all been worth it?

“My sensors are picking them up, Dean,” Suma said. The viewer zoomed on the localized mapping sensors, highlighting an intact vessel eight thousand klicks from our current position.

“That’s it.” I stepped forward, knowing we now had a destination. “Now for the fun part.”

“Those of us heading aboard, suit up. Make sure to test Clare’s new surprises before we set boots to the ground,” I ordered. Sergo was moving for the cargo hold, and Slate was behind him. Loweck and I followed.

“These suits are sick, Boss,” Slate said, slipping into his armored EVA. I fully expected danger on the other side of the wall when we docked, and we needed to be prepared.

“They are solid, aren’t they?” I clicked my gray suit on, and activated the earpiece. “Suma, can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear,” the Shimmali’s voice said into my ear.

“Good. How about video?” I asked.

“Tell Slate he needs to brush his hair,” Suma said.

Slate ran a hand over his helmet. “Hey.”

Loweck patted him on the arm. “You look great, baby.”

Once we ran through each person’s sound and video feeds, confirming they worked, we tested the next thing: the cloaking. We’d had the technology for a while and had used various versions of it over the years.

Slate went first, and he stepped back, becoming camouflage with the wall behind him. We could still see him if we looked closely, but it was hard to tell where Slate ended and where the wall began.

Sergo’s eyes were wide. I could only imagine him wanting to take a suit like this, thinking about all the thefts he could pull off while being invisible. He tried his next, and it worked.

Soon we were all ready. “Suma, these suits have the same built-in shield against their emitters, right?” I asked, knowing they did. I wanted to be sure. If we dropped into the ship only to have our suits incapacitated, it would all be for nothing.

“Roger roger,” she said, making me smirk.

“We’re set,” I said, seizing a pulse rifle from the cabinet. Once we were all armed, we waited for Dubs to let us know we were docked.

The inhabitants of the vessel we were heading for might learn we’d arrived, and I didn’t know what to expect. I felt like an old-school pirate docking on a supply boat, using grappling hooks and advancing on the people with curved scimitars; only we were in armored suits, with cloaking devices. This was far more advanced.

I felt a slight rumble under my feet and knew this was it.

“We have clamped to their side. You should be able to use the Jaws to enter,” Dubs said.

We entered the airlock, separated by an energy field, which would keep anything but us from entering our ship.

Slate held a tool in his hand and used it to cut an opening in their hull. As soon as it spread wide, five feet up and to the sides, another energy barrier linked from each edge of the hole. We had our entrance.

I peered inside and found a dark room. I flipped on the infrared setting on my visor, and everything glowed green. Crates lined the near wall, and a door sat closed a short distance away. We were in some kind of storage room, and I counted our blessings that there were no enemy robots inside ready to attack us.

“Everyone in,” I said, letting them pass. I was the last to leave our ship, and Slate tapped the opening as we went by, turning it dark. We knew it was still there, but it wasn’t visible to the naked eye. I didn’t know if that meant the Maev wouldn’t be able to see it. It depended on their construction.

We piled into the room, and Slate moved for the doorway, holding his rifle up. Controls sat embedded in the wall, and he lifted a finger before pressing a button. The metal slab slid wide. The corridor beyond was pitch black.

“I guess they don’t need lights,” Loweck said.

“Robots,” Sergo muttered. “Never liked them.”

Slate frowned at them, and they ceased speaking. He waved us forward.

“Slate, the sensors are picking things up more clearly now that we’re so close. The room with the emitter is to your left, below about two hundred meters or so, then across the ship.” Suma’s voice was calm.

“Got it,” Slate whispered, and started moving away from us. I let Loweck take the rear and kept Sergo ahead of me where I could monitor him. His head darted around as he searched the empty hall.

The walls were welded metal, rough along the edges. The Maev didn’t seem to care about aesthetics, especially if they didn’t need lights. I really hated going in blind like this. We had no idea how many of them there were, if any. For all I knew, the emitter was automated, and the Maev had left this desolate wasteland in space long ago.

That felt the most likely. Why would they stick around with nowhere to go and nothing to see? It didn’t seem likely, especially given that the Maev had gone so far as to download a cerebral cortex into an android. They wouldn’t perform such calculated precision so they could sit idly by as years went on.

It didn’t take long to reach the end of the corridor. It gave us one option, and we veered right, entering a vast open room. We were on a grated metal bridge that expanded across the space below. A few lights blinked from consoles and screens along the walls, and I tried to see which the Emitter might be.

“It appears to be under you, twenty meters to the left,” Suma told us. We were invisible, and the shields around our armored suits were supposed to suppress any electrical or energy emissions we were giving off, but I was still nervous as we moved along the bridge. I kept glancing behind us, expecting an attack.

“If we locate the Emitter, where do we find the data for Zoober?” I asked quietly.

“One thing at a time.” Slate’s even voice cut through my earpiece. “I’ll take the lead.”

He’d reached the end of the hallway, and he stepped down a ladder, taking him toward the floor. This ship must have once been used by a bipedal race, given the construction. As curious as I was to see the type of robot the Maev had entered into, I was glad to not have encountered them so far.

Slate hit the ground and waved Sergo forward. The Padlog began his descent, and they attacked. Pulse beams shot from the far wall, their brilliance nearly blinding me in my night vision. I flipped it off and set a hand on Loweck, moving away from the ladder.

“I can’t die like this!” Sergo shouted, and I heard his footfalls across the floor, heading away from the source of the pulse fire.

“Sergo!” Slate hissed through my earpiece.

Slate fired, and I saw sparks as he hit his target. He didn’t stop there. He ran toward the far edge of the room and kept firing.

“Slate, to your left,” Suma said through our common channel, helping as she watched his livestreaming feed. He heeded her advice and fired, striking another robot. I flipped the night vision on, and raced to the ladder on the opposite end of the bridge. Two tall robots spread out on the floor like eight-foot-tall skeletons. They were light-colored, maybe white. It was hard to tell when the visor made everything green.

“There could be more,” I said, and Slate nodded. We cleared the room, finding no more signs of Maev robots.

“It’s a shame. Do their minds live on inside there somewhere?” I asked as we regrouped in the middle of the room.

“They shot first, Boss,” Slate said, as if I was upset that he’d destroyed them.

“I know. I’d have done the same thing. To be fair, we did board their ship like space pirates,” I said grimly.

“Let’s focus on the Emitter, take one of these” – Slate pointed to the robots – “and get out of here. This place gives me the creeps. Especially with skeletal killer machines wandering around in the dark.”

“Agreed,” Loweck said. “Where’s Sergo?”


Eleven

“I knew we made the wrong call bringing that pest on our team.” I spat the words out.

Loweck was already unscrewing the Emitter from its position on the table. Its lights kept blinking, and we saw it was powered on the underside by a glowing red stone. I had no idea what it was, but I’d bet Suma and Clare would be excited to see it.

“Secure it,” she told us, and I saw Slate trying to carry the robot up the ladder. It was too heavy. He dropped it to the floor with a clatter, and I scanned the room for signs of attack. When none came, I ran over to Slate, assessing the still robot.

“We could take its head?” I suggested.

“A little morbid, but it might have to do. Suma, thoughts?” Slate asked the Shimmali woman patiently waiting on our ship.

“Dubs agrees that might be the best course of action. He also suggests we check for any panels beneath the chest or back. The processors could be inside there,” Suma said.

We flipped it over and scanned the posterior frame, then checked the front. There was a line directly in the center of its ribcage. I pressed it and it hinged open, revealing another red stone, this one not glowing. My night vision was off now, and I searched with my helmet flashlight as we detached the head from the body. It wasn’t pretty work. Wires dangled loose as Slate shoved the head into a pack, draping it over his shoulder.

“We have the Emitter, a robot head, and some red rock, and that’s going to have to be enough for Zoober,” I said. “Now we need to find Sergo.”

“Sergo, come in.” Slate said it again, but we had no response.

“Where the hell is he, Suma?” I asked.

“His feeds are dark. He’s not replying,” she told me.

“Do you think he was killed?” Loweck asked.

“I searched the feeds. He was running, then it went blank, but I couldn’t see anything,” Suma advised.

“Let’s go. He went this way.” I found a doorway in the direction Sergo had bolted, and it slid open as I pressed the icon on the screen. “Which direction?”

“I’m sensing a light reading in the corridor, toward the bridge. He must have gone that way,” Suma told us. It was as good a lead as any.

We strode through the halls, a little less stealthily than we wanted. If there were more Maev on the ship, I expected them to know we were here already, especially after all the racket in the central room, and with Sergo running like a madman through the corridors.

The bridge of the ship was ahead, and the door opened, revealing a cockpit not unlike our own. This vessel was about ten times the size of our Padlog ship, and the bridge appeared to have positions for around eight crew members.

A robot sat slumped in the middle chair, clearly meant for the captain. Sergo was in the corner of the room, a hand-held device in his palm.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Slate asked the insectoid.

“What any good thief would do on board an alien vessel. I’m scavenging,” he said. “And trying to stay alive. Good to see you all made it.”

“No thanks to you.” I crossed the room to stand beside him. “What is it?”

“It’s their star maps. I can make a fortune with these. There’s some seriously dark space stuff on here. I can’t wait to dig into it,” he said.

“Sorry, Sergo. That’s now property of the Ghosts.” I saw it was finished downloading and I took the device from him, tossing it to Slate.

“Hey, you can’t do that!” Sergo began to argue, but he saw the device in Loweck’s grip. “Is that… the Emitter?” His bug eyes grew wide at the sight, and I half-expected him to lick his lips.

“That’s not for you either. If you’ve had enough, I think it’s time to return.” I nervously glanced at the motionless robot in the seat and kept my rifle up just in case.

It only took a few minutes to retrace our steps and enter our ship, and I was thrilled with how smoothly it had gone. I was waiting for the other foot to fall.

“Good work, Ghosts,” I told them as Slate deactivated the opening between our two vessels, and we decontaminated ourselves before exiting the airlock. We had no idea what kind of toxins or viruses might have been living on that ancient ship, and I didn’t want to take any chances.

My helmet clanged loose, and I set it down, removing the armored suit. Hectal was there, helping us return them to their place. “I wish I could have shot a robot,” he told us, and Slate clapped him on the shoulder.

“Next time, buddy. I promise,” Slate said with a grin.

We moved for the bridge, and Dubs sat there awaiting instructions. “Any changes?” I asked.

“Nothing. So long as we keep the Emitter running, we should be good,” Suma said, and a second later, over a hundred icons appeared on our radar sensors.

“What is that?” Walo asked with a buzz.

Suma’s voice was a whisper. “Someone shut the Emitter off.”

Every dead ship in the system sprang to life at the same time. “There can’t be anyone behind the wheel,” I said, calming my nerves. “It’s been…”

Two dozen of the previously dead space vessels surrounding us commenced movement, heading directly for our position.

“Take us out, Dubs,” I ordered, and we broke free from the Maev ship, which wasn’t quite as dead as it had been moments ago.

“There are too many of them, Captain. If we stay on this course, we will be intercepted in under two minutes,” Dubs said.

“Think. Think,” I muttered, tapping the side of my head.

“Dean, we need to activate the Emitter. It will kill them again!” Suma was moving for the rear of the ship.

“Loweck, where did you put it?” I asked as we moved, and she followed after me.

“I set it beside Slate’s pack. Sergo…”

“Sergo,” I hissed.

We found him staring at the device, holding it and flipping it around. He grinned as we approached, and I stopped a few feet short of him. I stretched my arm out. “Sergo, hand it over.”

“What? I was only admiring it.” He set it in my grip, and I passed it over to Suma.

“Sergo, what did you do? How did you turn it off?” Suma asked, and I saw the red crystal was no longer glowing.

“Uhmm, I tapped the… on the top,” he stuttered, and our ship rocked.

“They caught us,” I said. “Hurry.”

“Who caught us?” Sergo asked; then his face twisted as realization struck him. “Oh no. I didn’t mean… I was only…”

Suma tapped it a few times, bringing a screen to life on the top. She squinted, and her snout wagged as she attempted to power it up once more. The ship rocked again, this time sending us sprawling. The Emitter bounced from her grip and landed on the floor of the hangar with a clatter. We all scrambled for it, and Sergo found it first. He hit the screen with panic, and the crystal began to light up.

“Dubs, talk to me!” I shouted, and his voice carried into the hangar’s speakers.

“We’ve taken fire,” he said, and the ship trembled. “They’re beginning to fall back.”

The crystal glowed bright red now, and the entire device appeared to vibrate in Sergo’s grip.

“The icons are disappearing. The Emitter is turned on?” Slate’s voice asked.

“Yes.” I stood up, helping Suma to her feet, and Loweck ripped the Emitter from Sergo’s hand.

“I wish we had a brig on board,” she said, glaring at the Padlog man.

“I didn’t mean to do that. I was only inspecting it,” Sergo said.

I pushed Sergo ahead of me, forcing him to the bridge. “If it’s fine by you, I’d like you to sit quietly and not touch anything for the duration of the trip.”

Sergo raised his hands and nodded. “No problem,” he said, but I found that hard to believe.

We watched in silence as Dubs carried us away from the old battlefield, and I wondered how many Maev minds were still active around the region. We moved past it, and an hour later, we were heading toward the Horizon.

____________

“This is amazing.” Suma scrolled through the data, and I tried to keep up.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I don’t think we’re going to need the robot head, but it will make a nice mantel piece for Slate and Loweck at home,” Suma said with a laugh.

“This has all the information we need to convince Zoober to play ball?” I asked.

“Play ball?” Suma asked, and shook her head. “Never mind, I think I get it. It does, but this is dangerous stuff, Dean. Showing someone how to store their mind inside a machine could lead to all sorts of philosophical issues and ethical questions.”

“What about the map Sergo was going on about?” I asked.

She accessed the file, brining the 3D image to life. She moved through it, uncovering hundreds of systems beyond the boundaries any of the Alliance of Worlds members had record of. “This appears to show over one thousand worlds that could be teeming with life. How have we never seen this before?”

“Because,” I traced a finger through an immense dark patch on the screen, “there’s nothing for something like a hundred light years. That’s a long way to cross.”

Suma leaned back, staring at the image. “Dean, we need to cross-reference the Crystal Map with this.”

I tapped the screen, feeling excited. “You mean… we can learn which worlds on the Maev map show life, and which ones link to the fully expanded Shandra network.” I let out a laugh. “This could be a great way for the Gatekeepers to make contact with other worlds across this dark space.”

Suma beamed. “Wait until my dad sees this!”

“What’s all the enthusiasm for?” Slate asked from the doorway.

We explained the theory to him, and he nodded along. “It sounds fine, but it’s also a good way to stick your head into a hornet’s nest.” Walo appeared at his side. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that in a bad way.”

“What is a hornet?” she asked, and Slate suppressed a laugh. I could tell from the smirk on his face it was a challenge.

I took over. “Walo, it’s an insect from Earth. They… well, they look a lot like you. The same markings… the… stinger.” I forced myself not to let my eyes wander behind her, where a stinger was nestled under her uniform.

“I understand. And they’re dangerous?” she asked me.

“They like to attack,” I told her, and she buzzed a laugh.

“So do I,” she said.

“How’s Sergo doing?” I asked her.

“He’s fine. I’m sorry he’s so stupid. He really means well, he’s just…” Walo was cut off by each of us.

“Self-absorbed,” I offered.

“Brain dead?” Slate asked.

“A terrible thief,” Suma finished.

Walo cocked her head to the side. “I was going to say a buffoon, but you guys covered it. He is sorry, if that’s any consolation.”

I doubted that was true, but let it slide. “We’re venturing to the Horizon. We can deal with him there.”

“Actually, I spoke with Magnus. He thinks we should go straight to Zoober on the Tri-System Station to make the swap,” Slate said.

“Did he say why?” I asked.

“Because we’re losing two days, minimum, by passing it. I guess it’s been a long couple months being stationary,” he told me.

I didn’t blame Magnus. I was growing weary of being crammed on this Padlog ship. Slate, Hectal, and I were sharing a room with two bunks, so we had to sleep in shifts, and there wasn’t much to do on board.

“We’ll be there in less than a day, then?” I asked, and Slate nodded.

“I’m off to bed,” he said, and Walo sat with us in the small room.

“Suma, why didn’t the Emitter render us powerless too? I never understood that,” I said.

“When it was on the other side of our shields, we were blocking it,” she said.

“I can see that part… but inside. Dubs wasn’t affected. How did it work?” I asked, and Walo leaned in with interest.

Suma appeared to search for an explanation. She knew I wasn’t an expert and wouldn’t take well to technical jargon. “From what I understand, the Emitter sends pulses that create barriers to charges and currents. Basically, the resulting fields cause any energy devices to fail, but here’s the tricky part. It has a window around it, a sphere if you will, and the pulses emit fifty feet out from the device in all directions.”

I nodded. “This is why the Maev androids were functioning inside the ship, but not on the other vessels.”

“Exactly.”

“How far can the range extend, and do you think Clare could duplicate or expand the reach?”

Suma drummed her fingers. “I’m not sure. It was a few thousand kilometers in space. I suspect that could be boosted.”

“How about targeting one specific ship? Could you affect one type of drive or system?” I asked, picturing the V-shaped alien vessel we’d been studying on Haven. Clare had all the data on board the Horizon, so she could begin working on it right away.

“I understand what you’re saying, Dean. And yes, I think we could do that, given enough time,” she said.

“I have a feeling we’ll be sailing through space for a few months with nothing but time,” I told her. “I better hit the hay too.”

“My grandfather was right about you guys. You’re ambitious,” Walo said.

I smiled at her. “Self-preservation is important.”

“Good night. I’ll check on Sergo, then rest as well.” Walo left us alone, and I stood by the doorway.

“Suma,” I whispered when the female Padlog was down the hall and out of earshot, “do me a favor.” I told her my plan, and she broke into a smile.

“I’ll start right now,” she told me.


Twelve

I wanted to stop by the Horizon, but Magnus told us we needed to finish with Zoober first. We had everything ready, and we docked at the Tri-System Station, searching for anything resembling a V-shaped Kold vessel, not finding one parked nearby.

Loweck stood at the lead, donning her black uniform again. I put my suit on, and Hectal and Slate returned to their roles as our muscle. Suma and Walo left with us, leaving Dubs alone with Sergo.

Against his wishes, I tied Sergo up, asking Dubs to guard the bedroom we threw him into. Sergo protested, but not enough for me to believe him.

“Let’s get this over with,” I told the group, trying to snap into my role as Reginald Vanhoutte. I stuck my nose up as we entered the station, pretending that everything about the place offended my senses.

“I’m not going to bother with the hotel this time,” Loweck said.

Suma scanned a directory of the station as the same android, or perhaps one that was identical, appeared and spoke to us. “Can we find you a room again? Perhaps a dining experience on the lowest level? You will have a vibrant underwater experience you didn’t even know you needed.” This robot loved its job.

“Sure, let’s do that,” Loweck said grimly. The elevator arrived once again, and we lowered to the center of the station, passing floors in a rush of blurry images and smells, eventually stopping on what was, we were told, the deepest level.

We stepped off the elevator and were faced with a gigantic underwater tank, separated by a clear energy barrier.

Another android appeared, this one coral pink in color. “Welcome to Paradise,” it said in English. “Please follow me.” It waved a hand, and a passageway opened up in the barrier. Suma went first, and a coating surrounded her as she stepped through. She waved at us from inside the water, and I could tell she was still breathing effortlessly.

“Cool, Boss,” Slate said quietly, stepping forward to go next. He was covered in the same casing, and we each took our turns. I entered last and felt the pressure build around me as the breathing skin attached to me. It spread out, giving me a reprieve from the weight of the water. I had no problem breathing, and when I tried to talk, I was amazed anyone could hear me.

“This is bizarre,” Walo said. Her small wings flicked to and fro.

“Right this way.” The robot swam smoothly toward a table near the outer window of the station. Here we had a view of space beyond, thousands of stars blinking in the distance as we sat at a table under water. Everything was warm, and brightly-colored alien fish swam by us. I didn’t remark, because for all I knew, they were vastly intelligent creatures visiting the station like we were.

“I can’t believe we don’t float around,” Suma said.

“The skins have an added weight, keeping your feet planted on the bottom,” the pink android explained.

“How are we going to find Zoober here?” Hectal asked. He seemed panicked under the water, his gaze darting around.

“You don’t find Zoober…” a familiar voice started.

“Zoober finds you,” Loweck finished, and I had to chuckle, forcing a straight face as the frog man hopped over to our table.

“See… you get me, Phantom. You were fast. Too fast. There’s no way you found what I was after, not with all of you still intact,” Zoober said.

“Have a seat,” I said, motioning for him to join our party at the ten-person table.

He glanced to his guards, who were surrounding him, and he nodded, accepting a seat beside me.

Loweck pulled something from her pocket. “We have what you’re after, right here.” She flipped the data drive between her fingers.

Zoober’s throat pushed out, sending a croak through the water. “You really did it?” He sounded shocked.

“We’re the Ghosts. We told you there are none better. Now, are we done playing games? Give us the location of the Rutelium world,” Loweck said.

“If that has what I hope it does, no problem. You will be granted the coordinates.” He tried to stick his small hand out and realized he couldn’t reach her from there.

“Give the coordinates to us, or I destroy this. I’m fed up, and we almost lost our ship acquiring this.” Loweck was exaggerating a little, but Zoober was buying what she was selling.

“Don’t… I said I’d make the trade, and I will.”

The server came, and Loweck glanced at me, then at the frog. “Deal. But first… we eat.”

____________

We were eagerly on the lift two hours later, with the planet’s details in hand. The Rutelium was on a world named Mion V9. “It’s not close, but we should be able to find it,” Suma said.

Zoober had disappeared as soon as the transaction occurred, making an excuse. He gave us an account linked to a credit broker on Bazarn Five, where we were to send statements and his twenty percent shares, after the mine was set up. From the way he was eyeballing the data drive, I didn’t think the mine was a pressing matter to him any longer.

“You did edit the files, right?” I asked Suma, and she nodded slightly. “Good. We don’t need that kind of information being sold to the highest bidder. I almost feel bad for the guy.” We’d changed the formula slightly, so that any tests of mind transference would fail at the last moment. The information Zoober held was useless.

“I don’t. I think he’s scum,” Walo said.

My earpiece buzzed, and Dubs’ voice carried through. “Captain, we have an issue.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Sergo. He… escaped.”

“What? How?” I asked.

“I’d rather speak in private,” Dubs said, and the call ended.

“Time to board. Sergo’s gone,” I told the gang, and Walo buzzed in anger.

It wasn’t long before we were on the Padlog vessel, where we met Dubs pacing back and forth. “I’m sorry, Captain. He told me he had to use the bathroom. I didn’t know what else to do,” he said.

“What happened?” Slate asked.

“I untied him, and he shut the door on me, barring it closed. By the time I broke out, he was gone. It appears he took the Emitter with him.” Dubs’ eyes dimmed as he spoke.

“That low-life piece of…” Slate was fuming.

Walo was already moving for the exit. “Where did he go? We can still catch him.”

“He couldn’t have gone far, but I honestly don’t care. Dubs, take us out. Before Sergo realizes he took the fake,” I said with a smile.

Slate was about to object when my words registered in his brain. “Fake? Did you say fake?”

Suma crossed the cargo hold and pressed one of the hidden compartments open, revealing the real Emitter. The red crystal was dark, since we’d shut it off once out of the danger zone weeks ago.

“And the one Sergo had?” Walo asked.

“Suma made a duplicate. I knew he was going to do something stupid like this. I’m sorry, Walo. He’s not quite a stand-up man,” I told her.

Walo bristled, buzzing as she muttered to herself. “Grandfather was right. He is terrible. He abandoned me. After all we’ve been through.”

The ship detached from the station, and we left, finally with the coordinates for our next stop in hand. I still hadn’t learned anything more about the Kold aliens, but with this new weapon in our hands, I hoped we could at least help protect Haven.

____________

“Welcome back, Dean Parker,” a British voice said as I emerged into the hangar. I glanced around, seeing no one.

“Who said that?” I asked the empty room.

“KIM,” she answered. “The captain would like to speak with you when you have a moment.”

I wasn’t sure I’d get used to an AI watching over my every move. “I’ll stop by his office when I get a chance.”

The hangar doors opened, revealing Mary and Jules. The moment my daughter spotted me, she ran for me, and I lowered to the ground, bracing for her jump into my arms.

“Hi, honey,” I said, kissing her firmly on the cheek.

“Hi, Papa! You’re home!”

“I am.” Mary arrived and passed me the sweetest smile I’d ever seen. I knew I’d missed my family, but seeing them up close and in person reminded me just how much.

Loweck and Slate said hello to my family and kept moving, walking hand in hand to the hallways beyond.

“Are you guys a sight for sore eyes. I’ve been staring at Hectal too long,” I said, bumping the big Keppe in the stomach with my elbow. It was like hitting stone.

“You’re no prize to share a room with either, Dean. Mary, does he always complain about messes that much?” Hectal asked my wife.

“Yes. And he’s loosened up over the years, can you imagine?” Mary laughed.

Hectal shook his head, and he gave Jules a high five on his way through.

Walo walked by, saying hello, and Mary glanced at me with worry. “Where’s Sergo?” she quietly asked when we were alone.

I shrugged. “You mean he’s not with you? I’ll tell you about it in a while.”

Mary slapped me on the arm, and I held Jules, giving her a few more sloppy kisses on the cheek. “What have you been up to, my petite princess?”

I set her down, and she tugged on my pants. “Papa, why were you gone so long?”

Mary frowned. “She’s been like this for weeks. All she wanted to know was where you were. When you were coming home. She has something important to tell you, I guess.”

I crouched low, and Jules stared me in the eyes. “I’m sorry, honey. They needed me to help. You understand that, right?”

“Yes. I want to help.”

“You can help us by going to school and learning, okay?” I asked.

She nodded. “Papa, we can help the tiny people.”

“What?” I asked.

“I see them. They need our help,” she told me.

“Dean, it’s been like this for a few days now. She’s drawing them too.” Mary unfolded a piece of paper from her pocket and passed it over.

The drawing was consistent with a four-year-old’s, which she was, and I couldn’t really tell what it was supposed to be. Then I saw the symbol on the corner of the page. Four lines at an angle, with an oval overtop.

“It’s the symbol she was trying to show Patty when we caught them in the portal room,” I whispered.

“I forgot about that. We should investigate it,” Mary said.

“We will,” I told her. “Jules, what does this mean?”

She took the paper, her face scrunched up as she analyzed it; then she shrugged, passing it over to me. “I told you. They need our help.”

I was crouched beside her, and I gave her a hug. “We’ll help them, then. Sound good?” I glanced up at Mary, who was likely annoyed at the promises I was making our daughter, but she didn’t voice anything about it, at least not now.

“What do you say we go home and see Maggie?” I asked.

“Maggie!” Jules said, walking for the door. I passed the folded page to Mary.

“Seriously, where’s Sergo?” my wife asked as we strolled the corridors. Jules was saying hello to everyone we passed, and they all greeted her politely.

“He tried to steal the Emitter. I guess he thought he’d procure some serious credits on the black market, which I’m sure he would have if he didn’t take the fake Suma made,” I said.

Mary smiled. “You two make quite the team. Did you shoot him out of the airlock?”

“We didn’t have to. He abandoned ship at the Tri-System Station, and we left him there,” I told her.

“He doesn’t know he has the fake?” she asked.

“Nope.” We laughed about it, and Jules joined us, even though she wasn’t paying attention to our conversation. “It’s good to be with you. How’s Junior? How are you?”

She ran a hand to her belly, and I could see the outline of her expanding womb. As corny as it sounds, she was glowing. This time, her pregnancy was showing up faster, and she wore it well.

“I’m doing very well. Nick says everything is perfect, and we have nothing to worry about. He knows the sex, but I couldn’t ask without you being with me,” she said.

We arrived at our suite, and Jules ran inside to see Maggie, who rolled around the front entrance as my little girl stroked her collar.

“What do you think? Should we find out?” I asked. I wanted her opinion before I threw mine out there.

Mary nodded. “I want to know, Dean.” She grabbed my arm and settled in close as we walked down the hall to the room awaiting the new arrival. At this time, it was gender neutral, the crib and rocking chair matching dark wood.

“Then so do I,” I told her, and we stared into the room. I knew that in a few months it would be the home of a new baby, another extension of Mary and me introduced into the universe. I wondered how Jules was going to react. She understood that Mommy was pregnant, and that another child was coming, and she acted happy about it. Would that change when the attention shifted to a needy screaming baby?

“I wonder how Karo’s doing,” Mary said. “We never did make it to see them.”

“So do I. Why don’t we visit them?” I suggested.

“What…through the portal?” she asked. We hadn’t used it yet, but a few of the Gatekeepers on board had, and it was working flawlessly.

“Sure, why not? We have the Emitter. We have the location of this Rutelium world, which they’re working on mapping from here. The Horizon will be traveling for months to get there. Let’s take a few trips. How about we head to see Karo, Ableen, and their tiny Theos babies, and then go see Regnig?”

“Regnig!” Jules said, flapping her arms around as she ran through the hall. She had an affinity for the little bird man. I think she enjoyed the fact he could talk to her with his mind only, and that she was now taller than him.

“What do you say, Jules? Do you want to see Karo and the babies too?” Mary asked.

Jules stopped in the hall, Maggie sitting on our daughter’s feet, her tongue lolling out to the side of her mouth. Jules went dead serious and nodded. “Yes. I want to see the babies.”

Mary smiled at me, eyebrows raised. “I guess that settles it. Jules is in.”

“How’s the new job coming along?” I asked her, and she let out a sigh.

“Pretty well. It’s running a lot smoother than it was before you left,” she told me.

I showered, and we spent the rest of the night playing games and reading before heading to bed. I had a meeting with Suma and Magnus in the morning and didn’t want to be late. I fell asleep picturing the four slanted lines with the oval and told myself to remember to research them when I woke up.


Thirteen

“The process has taken more time than we expected,” Magnus said. An android came in, bringing jugs of water and carafes of coffee. It moved quietly and efficiently, and I poured myself a cup of steaming brew when it was gone.

“You’re saying we’re having issues superimposing the Crystal Map on file with the star map from the Maev vessel?” I asked.

Suma tapped a console, and the image on the screen changed. “Yes. The Maev information was from a long time ago, but not long enough for the universe to have shifted too much. You know the theory of the ever-expanding universe?” she asked.

“That the distance between two points within space expands over a period of time,” I said.

“Right. Or at least, at the most basic level,” Suma said without a hint of insult. “There have been enough variations from their map to not line up exactly as we’d hoped. We’re working on it, but we won’t know if Mion V9, in the Utib Three system, will have a portal for a while.”

“Mion V9 is the world with Rutelium?” Slate asked from his seat beside Magnus. He’d shaved and wore a crisp blue uniform. On his other side was Loweck, and she was leaning forward, observing with interest.

“That’s right,” Suma said.

“The same place where we’re supposed to find out what happened to the globe-world, correct?” I pressed.

“The one and the same,” Magnus said.

I was still finding it hard to believe the two were related but kept my distrust to myself. “I’m going to obtain the globe-world from Regnig. Mary, Jules, and I will visit Karo, then head to Bazarn… if that’s okay with you.” I hadn’t run the plan by Magnus, and he was, after all, the captain of the starship.

Magnus squinted at me for a moment but nodded. “That’s perfect. We’re on a course for Utib Three now,” he said, and Suma switched the screen to show our trajectory through space. “We’ll arrive in nine months and twelve days.”

“Space… no wonder the Keppe ordered three-year missions at minimum,” Slate said. “We’ve been spoiled by the use of the portals.”

“Too bad we can’t bring spaceships through the crystal Shandras,” I said. They were effective and amazing, but also limited.

“Yes, it is too bad, but could you imagine if a fleet of enemy vessels could appear through a portal into your planet? It’s probably better this way,” Magnus said.

“You could still bring an army, especially on a planet that isn’t even aware they have a portal tucked away in a mountain range,” Loweck said with a frown.

“Good point. Dean, do you mind if we ask the Gatekeepers on board to update us? I feel so disconnected from their venture,” Magnus said.

“Sure.” I crossed the room and tapped a message into a console on the wall. I sent it to Loo-six and her partner in crime, Weemsa, the two Gatekeepers we’d rescued from the Misters over a year ago.

We drank coffee and chatted about the next nine months while we waited, which wasn’t long. The two Gatekeepers entered the meeting room, wearing their matching white uniforms. Sarlun would be proud of them.

Weemsa was tall, at least seven feet high, but the ceilings on board were built for beings of his stature, especially with the Keppe on board. Loo-six smiled at us, her green face pulling tight at the gesture.

“Greetings, Captain,” she said to Magnus, and he motioned for them to have a seat across the table. “Hello, Dean Parker.”

“Sorry I haven’t had much time to talk with you and the rest of the Gatekeepers,” I told them. “How are things going?”

Weemsa stretched his long arms out on the table, reaching for a cup of coffee. He talked while he poured. “They’re remarkably well, Dean. We’ve been working through the Crystal Map, and here’s what we’ve found so far.” He plugged a drive into the tabletop console, and a hologram appeared in the center of the table. Suma dimmed the lights, and we stared at the sharp blue lights emitting from the projection.

“Here we have the Map in its entirety. This is a vast area, billions of light years. It would take you thousands of years to traverse using our regular hyperdrive engines.” Weemsa highlighted one planet near the lower right edge, and one by the upper left. “As you can see, these are the worlds we have on record and cataloged.” Out of the thousands of new worlds uncovered when Jules had fixed the web of portals once powered by the Theos, fewer than two hundred lit up.

“There are so many dangers when going to a new world, and we’re trying to mitigate the risk as well as we can,” Loo-six told us.

“How are you doing this?” Slate asked.

“We go in pairs, as always, wear armored EVAs, and scope the planet from the portal entrance before stepping foot onto the world. We’ve utilized the new drones Chief Engineer LeBlanc gave us, and they’re working very well. We’re able to rotate around each world within twenty-four hours, scanning and recording images so we can add to our database and decide later which planet we’d like to further examine.”

“For now you’re only arriving, scanning, recording, and leaving, then?” I asked.

“That’s correct. That’s what Sarlun has asked of us,” Weemsa replied.

“How many of the new map locations have you explored so far?” Suma asked.

The new sites were highlighted in yellow, and at least twenty were glowing that color.

“We’ve marked five of these as thriving with life, some clearly intelligent.” Loo-six tapped the console, and she pointed to the screen on the wall. A video feed of a world from a hovering drone’s point of view appeared. “This is what we’re calling Thirteen, for lack of a better designation system. We’ve assigned each new planet a numerical value, and are using them until we have a better basis for naming them.”

It showed a civilization below, hundreds of beings in the streets. The land was desert-like, dunes stretching far beyond the city, but a large lake glimmered in the sunlight beside a castle and walled metropolis. It wasn’t futuristic; instead, it seemed to be built of rocks and stones, much like our ancient Egypt.

“We estimate over fifty thousand of the locals live within this walled complex, which appears to be over ten kilometers in length, and half that in width,” Loo-six said.

“Why the walls?” Slate asked. “Enemies nearby?”

“We think,” Weemsa started, and waited for his partner to find the right section of the footage, “that they’re protecting themselves from these.” The image zoomed, and from far away it appeared to be a herd of elephants. As they neared, they had a startling resemblance to horned dinosaurs.

“Dinosaurs!” Slate exclaimed.

“I wouldn’t get too excited about it,” Suma said. “If they built hundred-foot walls to protect themselves from the beasts, I wouldn’t want to see them in action.”

“Still… it’s kind of cool,” Slate said quietly.

“Especially from an aerial view, watched on board a starship,” Magnus said.

“This is some really great stuff. No injuries or anything to report?” I asked.

Weemsa shook his head. “Nothing like that yet. We’re trying to be diligent.”

Sarlun had reiterated how vital it was to be safe, especially after those groups had vanished on the other side of the portals when they were failing. We’d lost two of them because of the shapeshifter, and we couldn’t let that happen again.

“I’m impressed with what you’ve been able to accomplish,” I told them, and they both sat up higher in their seats. “I’ll be using the portal for the first time. Anything I should know?”

“Business as usual. I’d been feeling… I don’t know how to explain it… something before. A hunger, or a longing, as I traveled through them, but that’s gone,” Loo-six said. Weemsa cleared his throat, and she continued, pointing a thumb at him with her short arm. “He doesn’t believe me.”

I smiled. “Weemsa, I understand your trepidation, but I’ve seen too many things while traveling through the portals to dismiss her explanation.” I didn’t tell them that I’d been paused in a vast white purgatory, while a twenty-year-older version of myself spouted vague warnings at me. Because I hardly believed them myself.

“Thank you, Dean. See?” She slapped Weemsa on the arm. “I told you.”

I had an idea. “Can you guys send me copies of all the footage you’re compiling?”

“I’ll ping you the access codes. You can receive notifications any time we’ve uploaded a new world’s information. Suma too?” Loo-six asked, and Suma nodded.

“That would be wonderful,” the Shimmali woman said.

“Thanks for the update,” Magnus said. “Keep doing what you’re doing, and let me or the crew know if there’s anything else you need.”

“Thank you, Captain. We’re grateful for your time.” Loo-six appeared to understand they were being dismissed, and she pulled the drive then yanked Weemsa away from the table, grinning at me as they exited.

Slate rubbed his chin. “I wonder what else they’re going to find out there. It’s exciting to see.”

“Can you imagine how many worlds we’ll explore? Do you remember when we were home, arguing about whether or not intelligent life existed outside of Earth? It’s so hard to believe we’re here now, aboard a starship, discussing the thousands of potentially life-sustaining worlds,” I said.

“Also… dinosaurs,” Slate added.

“And those are just the ones with portal destinations on them. Imagine how many more there are among the stars,” Magnus said, staring toward the now-blank screen on the wall.

“I grew up with the knowledge of numerous lifeforms. It must be strange to come to the information so late in your existence,” Suma said.

“Who are you calling ‘late in your existence’?” Slate asked, and I threw a sugar cube at him, hitting him in the chest.

“My people didn’t know about life on other worlds until we were invaded and destroyed. Our paths mirror the humans’ in more ways than one,” Loweck said. Other than the fact she had orange skin, she appeared quite human. Her eyes were slightly larger, and her nails were thick and green, but that was where the variances appeared to end.

Slate reached over and took her hand. She’d been rescued after her family and town had been attacked, and they’d fitted her with robotic parts to keep her alive. Later, she’d joined the crew of an Udoon ship, which unluckily was destroyed outside of the Rescaps’ world. Her story was tragic, but she appeared happy enough now with Slate at her side, and the title of Lieutenant Loweck, Chief of Security, aboard the great Horizon starship.

“We have a lot to be thankful for. All of us,” Magnus said. “Dean, things are running way smoother now that Mary has joined our team, and I don’t expect much to go wrong while you’re off seeing Karo and Regnig. Bring the globe, and we’ll figure this task out. In the meantime, I’ve asked that Slate and Loweck run our crew through a full fitness regiment over the next nine months.

“We’ve also developed an education program donated by Sarlun and the Shimmali people, which will teach our entire crew more about the universe around us.”

This was all new to me, and I applauded his forward thinking. “Great ideas. I told you you’d make a better captain than me,” I told him, and he laughed.

“I can’t wait to move these people into shape. I’ve seen too many of them taking the easy way out: eating too many donuts in the courtyard after their shifts are over,” Slate said, cracking his knuckles.

“Just remember, you have to work with these people, Slate. Make sure you’re on their side while you help them, okay?” I pushed my coffee cup away. It was time to go.

Loweck stood up. “Thanks, Dean. That’s what I’ve been telling him, but maybe if it comes from you, he’ll finally listen.”

“Hey, I’m the commander. I don’t need to be their friend,” he said, but I knew he didn’t really believe that. He loved getting along with everyone, and seemed to realize it. “But… maybe you’re right, Dean… and Loweck.”

“Good. When do you leave?” Magnus asked as we headed for the meeting room’s exit.

“Right now. They’re waiting for me,” I said.

In the hallway, we went separate directions, and Suma stayed behind. “I’ll have the Map lined up by the time you return.”

“Thanks, Suma. Hopefully, it works,” I told her.

“Say hi to Ableen and Karo for me,” Suma said, and I watched her exit towards the hall. A door opened near the science wing, and Silo, her boyfriend, emerged. I stood and watched them interact for a few seconds, and saw the way her snout wagged as they talked. I was happy to see her flourishing aboard the Horizon.

I checked the time, hurried past the corridors filled with busy crew members, and down the elevator. It was time to use a portal from the center of the starship.


Fourteen

The guards let us enter without delay, and we arrived in the ship’s portal room. It was still strange to see it here, where it shouldn’t belong. It was the first ever portal, to our knowledge, that wasn’t affixed to a planet, and even though everyone had been telling us how safe it was, I couldn’t shake the niggling doubt that it was risky to use.

Mary didn’t seem to hold any of these feelings, and she strode right up to the glowing green crystal. The glass walls illuminated hundreds of symbols, and Jules tugged on my sleeve as I set our bags to the floor. Maggie was with us, and she walked the perimeter of the room, checking it out for signs of other dogs, presumably.

“Papa,” Jules said calmly.

“Yes, little one?” I asked.

“Are we going to help?” she asked.

I looked down at her, those piercing green eyes matching the color of the large crystal. “Help what?”

“You know,” she said, and suddenly, I did.

“Dean, I think she’s talking about that symbol again.” Mary was at the table, scrolling through the icons. She landed on the one Jules had been drawing for us, the one with four angled lines and the oval.

“Jules, we’re not going there. Not yet. I don’t know enough about it.” I’d been so busy. All I’d done was check the Gatekeeper logs and saw that no one had visited the world. It was unmarked, and I wasn’t about to bring my family there into a potentially dangerous scenario. I didn’t know which place it mirrored on the Crystal Map, but once Suma finished her project, I might be able to decipher it.

“But… Papa, I thought we helped people,” she said, pouting.

“We do, honey, but not yet, okay?” Mary told her.

“Okay, Mom. Can we see the babies?” Jules asked.

She’d been really into babies lately, especially with her own little sibling coming. “We are going to go see them now,” I told Jules, and she beamed, forgetting about helping the people of a faraway planet for the time being. I was relieved for now. Her ability to even comprehend that someone so far away needed our assistance was unsettling.

Mary kept telling me we needed to embrace her gifts, but I wasn’t there yet. I could only see the danger, the exploitation potential if everyone knew she alone had fixed the portal network. Jules would be an attractive being to exploit, and I wouldn’t let that happen.

“Are we ready?” Mary asked, and I glanced at the table, seeing the symbol for the Theos home world. I grinned to myself as I remembered the protection they’d placed against that symbol to keep anyone away from their planet. I’d found a way around it, and that was when the guards from Bazarn Five had really started to dislike me. They still did. They were loyal to a fault, only not to me. To the Shandra.

“All set,” I said, grabbing Maggie’s leash, making sure she stayed in the vicinity of the portal’s reach.

Jules held my hand as the green light grew until we were basking in its glow, and when it receded, we were safe on the Theos world, in the very same room where Karo’s father had been set free before Jules had touched the stone and erupted the entire network to life.

We left the room behind, Mary and I with packs slung over our shoulders. Jules was holding a notebook, one she’d been scribbling drawings and practicing her letters in.

“It’s beautiful,” Mary said as we emerged onto the streets of crystal. Tall buildings rose from the ground, up into the clouds. The skies were covered today, no sunlight peeking through. I’d never seen the city like this, and it was odd to not witness the resulting prisms cast around the streets from the clear crystal reflecting the sun. “You remember the way to Karo’s?”

I nodded, but Jules was already in the lead, humming a tune I wasn’t familiar with. I glanced at Mary, who shrugged as if this was totally normal. Maggie pulled on the leash, sniffing the alien world. She stopped to pee on the side of the road.

The walk didn’t take long. This was only Mary’s second time here, the first since Ableen gave birth, and she was excited to see the bundles of joy. I’d already visited them once, when they were first born, and Mary and Jules had left me on Earth to reach Haven before me.

We arrived at their home, the same squat building as before, and I went to knock on the hard stone slab, when it slid open, my hand passing through air.

“Dean, what a surprise,” Ableen said. She held one of her children to her chest and hugged me cautiously. I unclipped Maggie’s tether, and she bounded inside excitedly.

“Oh, Ableen, she’s beautiful,” Mary said, stroking the tiny gray-skinned baby’s forehead lightly with a thumb. The little girl’s hair was already longer than before, a pure white mane mirroring her parents.

“Ableen?” I heard Karo’s voice call from the next room.

“Karo, we have company,” Ableen said, and Karo emerged holding two of the babies, one in each arm. I glanced to the floor, where another was sleeping soundly in a hovering bed of light. Maggie was sitting beside the baby boy, as if guarding him.

“Dean! Mary! And sweet little Jules. Come in,” Karo said. He tapped the floor with his left foot, and two other beds of light appeared. He nestled one baby, then the other, onto the surfaces, and they happily accepted the comfortable positions.

The door closed behind us, and we set our things on the floor. The place was still clean, but I saw little toys and devices stacked on the tables and couches.

“How’s things?” I asked, one eyebrow raised.

Karo smiled, but I could see he was exhausted. “We couldn’t be happier.”

Jules tugged on Ableen’s dress. “Hi, Ableen. Can I see the baby?”

“Sure, Jules,” Ableen said. She crossed the room to sit on the couch, and Jules hopped up beside the Theos woman. “You have to be careful, okay?”

Jules sat still, holding her arms outstretched as Ableen passed the little girl over to her.

My daughter held the tiny Theos so carefully, and kept glancing over to her mother to see if she was doing a good job.

“You’re being so great with her, Jules,” Mary told her. “Make sure you keep her head upright.”

Jules did and smiled as she stared at the little baby. The Theos were a tall race, Karo seven feet tall and Ableen not much shorter. I’d been surprised to learn their children were born about half the size of humans.

Even now, a few months after they were born, they were still only around six pounds each. “Which one is this again?” I asked Ableen. “Noom?”

She nodded. “You’re right!”

“Good guess,” I admitted. I went to the now sleeping remaining three, and pointed at the feminine one. I always found judging the sexes of human babies difficult, but the Theos offspring were noticeably different. The males’ heads were slightly wider, their eyes deeper. “This one must be Paleen, and this one is Barl?” I asked about the middle boy.

“Yes, that is Barl,” Karo said proudly. It was his father’s name, and Paleen was Ableen’s mother’s. “And that is little Karo Jr.”

“Do they stay this tiny?” Jules asked.

“No, dear,” Ableen said. “They’ll grow up like you are, and eventually, they’ll be as large as me and Karo, just like you will grow to be much like your mother.”

Jules nodded and beamed at her mom. “I’d like that, Mom.”

“Me too, honey,” Mary said.

“What brings you all? Weren’t you going on the starship? I didn’t expect a visit for some time,” Karo said.

We all sat down, and Jules handed Noom back, and Karo set the child into a fourth bed of light. They all slept soundly within minutes, Maggie lying in front of them all on her side.

I explained the portal on the starship, and Karo’s eyes went wide. “That’s spectacular. Who would have thought?”

“Your people are very inventive,” Ableen told us.

“What have you been up to?” Karo asked.

I told them about the mission we were on, and talked about the Ghosts, pulling a job for Zoober at the Tri-System Station, and then about Sergo sneaking on to our ship, and his eventual attempt at betrayal.

“I shouldn’t have trusted him,” I admitted.

“It doesn’t sound like you did,” Karo said. “I can only hope he gets what’s coming to him at some point.”

“I have a feeling he already has,” Mary said.

“And what’s next for the Horizon?” Karo stood up, bringing us beverages from his kitchen.

“We’re heading to the coordinates we received from Zoober, and Mary and I are going to Bazarn to talk with Regnig, and ask for the frozen world,” I told them.

“The shrunken one?” Karo asked with a shudder.

“The very same.” He’d been the one to pluck it from the shelves, last time we’d been to Fontem’s collection with Regnig. “I was thinking about stopping by and seeing Garo Alnod while we were nearby. Rivo says he’s healthier now, and it’s been a while.”

“We do have nine months to kill,” Mary said, and as if the time period reminded her, she made the announcement. “Speaking of nine months. I have a few left to go.” She stood up and ran a hand to her stomach.

“You’re with child?” Ableen asked. Mary was in baggy clothing, and it was impossible to tell.

“Congratulations! Pretty soon, you’ll catch up!” Karo exclaimed.

“I don’t know about that, but we’re excited about it,” Mary said.

Jules was sitting quietly, and she scribbled in her notebook, using a crayon, her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth.

“Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?” Ableen asked, and we shook our heads.

“We’re going to, but we didn’t consult with Nick before we left. I kind of like the suspense,” Mary said.

“If you ever feel the need to practice with a baby again, feel free to borrow one or three from us,” Karo said.

“Don’t listen to Karo. He loves his litter,” Ableen said, shooting a glare at Karo.

“Is anyone hungry?” Karo asked.

I found I was, and Jules put away her notepad and raised her hand. “I’m hungry, Karo.”

“Then pizza it is,” Karo said.

Ableen rolled her eyes. “What is it with him and pizza? I assume I have you to blame for this.” She looked right at me.

I shrugged. “He took the recipe from me when I first met him. How was I to know?”

The Theos had remarkable technology, and a minute later, the smell of a fresh pepperoni and mushroom pizza floated through their home. We washed up, and Maggie found her perch under the table as dinner was served. The babies stayed where they were, soundly sleeping in unison. Tiny planets decorated the blankets wrapped around them, and they were lit up; images moved on the woven material.

Ableen noticed me staring at the covers. “A gift from Regnig,” she said softly.

“Are they like this all the time?” Mary asked.

Karo laughed, and Ableen joined him. “I think this is the longest they’ve stayed quiet since they’ve been born.”

“I guess we’ll have to visit more often,” Mary told them, and Jules agreed.

We had dinner and chatted like old friends for another hour, and eventually, Ableen and Karo fed the babies and loaded them into a lightweight cart, custom-designed to carry four Theos children and any supplies they might need along the way.

It was still daylight outside, and the entire group went for a stroll through the evacuated city as the sun began to set. Karo slid a device from his pocket and pressed a few icons, and the streets along our path began to emit a soft blue light, guiding our way.

“That’s handy,” I said. “Can you control the entire city with that?”

Karo handed it to me. “See these bars? Lift to increase the light, and each of these icons controls another section of the city. You can illuminate as much or as little as you choose.”

I fiddled with it and selected all the icons, keeping the light levels dim. The entire city lit up as far as we could see, and Jules gasped. “Papa, that’s pretty.”

“It is. Do you ever imagine this city being full again?” Mary asked.

It was a sensitive subject, the whole Adam and Eve scenario. Could the Theos repopulate with only the two of them to start the species again?

“We’ve been doing some digging, and with Lom of Pleva’s hybrid technology, we could find a way to create Theos,” Karo said. “There is a race that creates their entire population from a lab, after their reproductive organs were affected by an incurable sickness. I know there are moral gray areas about the subject out there, but we do want to see this city thriving once again. The people created in their labs are every bit as real as you and me.”

“Garo might know how to secure those details. I’ll ask him,” I told Karo.

“Thank you, friend,” Karo said, and we continued on our walk. Maggie stayed close by, off leash, and Jules watched everything with the innocent curiosity I’d grown accustomed to seeing from her.

Karo and I lingered behind, me matching the slower pace of my white-haired friend.

“What is it?” I asked him when we were out of earshot from the others.

“The world you’re visiting…”

“What about it?”

“Be careful. Many races came and went, often destroying themselves or being destroyed by others as they each gained interstellar travel abilities. If this race is gone, truly gone, there was a reason. And the fact that they were attempting to blackmail entire planets because they successfully shrank the globe from Fontem’s collection tells me they weren’t one of the good ones,” Karo explained.

“I understand your concern, but if they’ve been gone for this long, what harm can there be?” I asked.

“There are always lingering dangers, Dean. You, of all people, should know this. Also…” He stopped in the middle of the street, and met my gaze.

“Karo, we’ve known each other a long time now. Tell me,” I urged him.

His eyes spoke of a distant memory, an unfocused train of thought. “It’s Jules.”

My blood ran cold, and I almost grabbed him by the collar to shake it out of him. “What about her?” I forced myself to ask as calmly as I could.

“I think my hypothesis is true. Jules is Iskios,” he said.

My heart pounded in my eardrums, and I instantly felt unsteady on my feet. Karo’s hand snaked out, steadying me. “Dean, it’s not as bad as it sounds.”

“How so?”

“I don’t mean she’s fully Iskios, only that their essence is in her blood. She carries a lot of power in that tiny vessel of hers. You saw my people’s history. You know that the Iskios and Theos once lived among each other in peace.”

I cut him off. “Until the Iskios couldn’t stop doing torturous acts to other races, and they were forced to leave.”

Karo nodded. “They weren’t all terrible. Do you remember the vision I shared with you? We counted numerous Iskios as friends. Many mourned the moment we exiled them from this planet,” he said.

I peered around the city, recalling how they’d both once coexisted here. “You killed them all. The Theos expertly hunted them and destroyed them all,” I told him, mindful not to sound accusatory in my tone.

“We did, and look what happened to our great race as a result. I think Jules being here means my family can grow and live on. She’s the counter to the Balance,” Karo said.

It was starting to make sense. “The Theos couldn’t exist in the portals, not after I banished the Iskios vortex Mary was controlling into another dimension using Garo’s Shifter.” I crossed my arms as I pondered this.

“Correct. They faded from the portals, causing the failures. They had to move on. Perhaps I could no longer exist if there were no remnants of the Iskios left.” Karo’s eyes were green too, and I wondered about that as well. They were different from Jules’, not quite as luminescent.

Maggie barked, stealing my attention away, and she ran to me, jumping onto my legs. Her head cranked sideways and her droopy cocker spaniel ear hung freely to the side. I searched my pockets and found a treat. She sat and stuck a paw out, waiting to trade a trick for the cookie. I crouched to her level and scratched her ear. Up ahead, the others waited at the edge of the street, chatting amongst themselves. Jules was walking around in circles, touching every surface she passed.

“Because Jules is here, you can survive.” I said the words, feeling the power and pressure behind them.

“I believe so. Without her, my children might not exist,” he told me.

“We can’t be sure,” I said.

“No. You’re right. We cannot be sure of this. As I said, it’s a working theory.”

“Should I be worried? About Jules?”

“I don’t think so. She’s as sweet a child as I’ve ever seen. She has your tenacity, and she runs head-first into danger when she thinks it’ll help someone. Even when she was yet three years old, she fixed the portals. She knew she could help. It’s astounding,” he said.

“Karo, she’s been drawing a symbol for a portal world. I’m working on finding out if we have any useful information on it, but she’s adamant we need to help them,” I said.

“Interesting. What are you going to do?” Karo asked.

“That’s a good question. I can’t risk leaving and running to danger anymore. As you said, she’s exactly like me, and I need to teach her patience and level-headedness, two things I’ve never been good with. I want to see the world, but I need to make sure nothing bad will happen first. I might know more when we return to Horizon.” I stepped forward, and he followed.

“What else is there? I can tell there’s something you’re withholding from me,” Karo said.

“She… she snuck into the portal room and brought Patty with her. The guards didn’t see a thing. It’s becoming dangerous. She could have left. They’re five and four!” I said, and lowered my voice when Jules turned toward us from up the street. “She’s also… she can move things. I’ve seen her do it when she doesn’t think I’m watching. It started on Earth. Only little things so far, like a pencil or a water glass, but where is it going to end?” I asked.

“This is most bizarre. The Iskios were powerful, and a few of them did have telekinetic abilities, but it lay dormant in most of them, and eventually, it was almost bred out of their race,” he explained.

“I think she’s able to convince someone she’s not there. She said something about not wanting the guards to see her. I don’t know. I try to tell her to not use them, but she doesn’t understand. It all seems so natural to her,” I said.

“That’s because she was born to it, and it’s simply part of who she is. She’ll grow older, and she will understand the value and importance of safety. You and Mary are great parents and role models. She’ll make the right decisions in life,” Karo told me, smiling widely.

That lifted my spirits. “Thanks, bud. That means a lot.” We were catching up, and Mary glanced over, as if she was trying to read my mind. I winked, letting her know everything was okay.

Ableen set a hand on Karo’s forearm, and the tall Theos man took over pushing the cart with his four sleeping children inside. “I think it’s time to call it a night. Jules, what do you say?”

“I think we should stay up late,” Jules said, making us all laugh.

“Not this time, honey. We’re going to go see Regnig tomorrow, and you need to get some sleep,” Mary told her daughter. I was glad for it, because I hated to always be the enforcer.

“Regnig!” Jules started flapping her arms again, and she ran out in front of us, leading the way to Karo’s house. The Theos city dimmed behind us, and I took in the view before entering their house, hoping that one day it would be full of life, laughter, and love once again.


Fifteen

We slept in their guestroom, which was spacious and warmer now that Ableen had taken hold of their household. The bed was stacked with blankets, and instead of cold blue lights, she’d added in some soft glowing orange crystals to the walls.

Karo had tapped the wall, a second bed extending from it, and that was where Jules slept, more soundly than normal. I didn’t hear her talk to herself once or flail about like she did most nights. She was calm, and Maggie curled up between her feet, contently snoring the night away.

Morning came, and the lights activated, slowly brightening to wake us. I heard the little Theos’ cries through the doorway, and Mary rolled over, flopping an arm on me.

“Good morning,” she said, smiling at me. A piece of her dark hair hung over her right eye, and she blew it away.

“Good morning to you too. What has you in such a good mood?” I asked. Usually, she was the first one up, always ready to start the day. She was different here; more relaxed.

“This place. I like it. It’s almost as if the vibrations from all the crystals and stone this planet is built on are good for the mind. What do you think?” she asked.

“You’re probably right.” I nodded toward our daughter across the room. She was a sleeping angel.

“She likes it here too. What were you and Karo talking about last night?” she asked.

I’d been waiting for the question. I didn’t want to worry her, but I wasn’t going to keep Karo’s theory from her. “He thinks Jules has some Iskios in her.”

Judging from the look in Mary’s eyes, this didn’t come as a surprise. “We knew that,” she said.

“We’ve never said it out loud,” I told her. I had suspected it from the moment she was born, and I saw those glowing green eyes. Now I wasn’t sure what to think about the news.

“What does it mean for her to have some of their traits? Should we be worried?” Mary asked. She was still lying down, and we turned to the center of the bed, facing each other.

“He doesn’t think so. He sees the wonderful person Jules is becoming… has always been. You remember the two races were extremely close, right?”

“I remember the stories,” she said. “What else did he say? I can tell there’s more.”

“He…” I paused, making sure Jules was still sleeping. “He thinks she’s the yin to their yang. She Balances him and his family.”

“No pressure there,” Mary said, letting out a sigh. “So nothing changes.”

“What do you mean?”

Mary jumped out of bed and moved toward the guest bathroom, pulling her tank top over her head. She turned to me and smiled. “It means we go on like we always have. If anything arises, we deal with it.”

“You’re okay with it all, then?” I asked, sitting up on the bed.

“It doesn’t mean I’m okay with the fact that the Iskios tricked us and lured us into their trap, and it doesn’t mean I’m okay that they possessed me while I was pregnant with Jules.” Mary spoke quietly, and surprisingly, she was bereft of anger as she talked. “But I’m not going to let it affect me like it used to. I have other things to think about. Like this baby I’m carrying.”

“You’re right,” I said, and she stepped into the bathroom. I heard the steam shower turn on, and I walked to the doorway. “Do you want any company?”

Mary was about to answer when I heard Jules sit up in bed. “Good morning, Papa.”

With one last look toward the fogged-up crystal walls in the shower, I returned to our room. “Hello there, my sweet princess. How did you sleep?”

“Very well. I had a lot of dreams.”

“You did? But you were so still all night,” I said.

“You watch me?”

“Not all night, but I make sure to watch over you,” I said.

She rubbed her eyes with her hands, clearing the drowsiness away. “I like that, Papa. Thank you.”

“I’ll never stop watching over you.” I leaned over and kissed her on the top of the head. Maggie rolled around, and she sneezed a couple of times, landing on her back. Jules gave her a tummy rub, and I threw some pants on.

“Do we see Regnig today?” Jules asked, and Maggie’s head cocked to the side. She never knew what to make of the tiny bird-man.

“Yes. We’re going to see Regnig. Why don’t you go see Mommy, and she’ll help you get ready?” I left her in the bedroom, and called Maggie to follow me. The dog hopped off the bed and clattered across the stone floor, joining me down the stairs, and into the main living space of the house.

“Hello, Dean,” Karo said. The four kids were hovering in chairs made of energy barriers, and four robotic arms emerged from the table, each with a bottle of milk. Two of them were crying but quickly went silent as the food arrived.

“Good morning, guys.” I took Maggie outside, and she ran across the street to do her business. The skies were clear today, the sun bright already, shining through the local crystals. The Theos had built a wonderful city.

“Thanks for having us over. Why don’t you make a visit to Horizon soon?” I walked to the kitchen and wrote a message on the digital board they had notes written on. I drew the symbol for our ship, so they could know which icon to press to find us.

“Thank you, Dean. We’ll try to make it,” Karo said. “But we might wait until the little troop is older. As you can see, they’re a handful.”

“We’d love to come,” Ableen said. “Maybe in a couple of months.”

“How does the growth of your children work? Similar to that of a human?” I asked, seizing a cup of coffee. Karo seemed to have picked up a few of our habits.

Karo shook his head. “They stay smaller for the first year, making it easier on the parents to handle them all. Theos have been known to give birth to ten children at once.”

“Ten!” I nearly spat out my coffee.

Ableen nodded. “That’s how I feel about it. I think four is plenty, right, Karo?”

“Four is perfect,” he said in answer.

“What happens after the first year?” I asked.

“They begin to develop at a faster rate. By the time they’re two, they’ll be around the same place as a three-year-old human. By the time they’re ten of your years, they will be teenagers by all counts of the word,” Karo explained.

“I can’t believe it. When does it slow?” I asked.

“They’ll reach maturity at around fifteen of your years. I haven’t changed much since then,” Ableen said. It was very interesting. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, if I were to guess. Karo seemed a little older, but he’d been gifted extended life as the guardian of his people and their world.

“They’ll catch up to Jules in no time, then,” I said, glad for it. She’d have more friends, people she could trust around her. “Maybe one day they can all go to the Gatekeepers’ Academy together.”

Ableen didn’t seem to appreciate the suggestion, but Karo smiled at me. “Perhaps, Dean. Perhaps.” And that was the end of the discussion.

Mary and Jules entered the space, ready to go, and I took my opportunity to use the steam shower. Minutes later, I emerged from the guest room and was overwhelmed by the smells of human breakfast food.

The babies were still drinking from their bottles, slowing by the minute. One of them was dozing off, and Jules watched her with interest as she ate a piece of toast.

A while later, we all walked to the portal room, the four children in their pushcart, and Maggie led the way this time, probably excited to be heading home. I knew she’d get over the disappointment once she was running around Regnig’s library.

Karo and his family stopped short of the portal building, and we said our goodbyes. If Jules really was their counter to the Balance, then I tried not to think what would happen to them if Jules didn’t exist, or vice versa. It wasn’t worth the speculation.

Minutes later, we were inside, the portal table glowing, and Mary pressed the icon for Bazarn Five, basking the room in light.

____________

The ship came quickly after I asked the guards to reach out to Garo Alnod on behalf of Dean Parker. These sentries were much the same as the ones we’d hired to work on Horizon, only not quite as imposing. They were a similar race, though: tall, wide, and armored.

We walked up the steps out into the promenade, where people migrated toward food stands and transportation to their final destinations on the tourist world of Bazarn.

“It appears the planet is back in running order,” Mary said.

“They’ve recovered nicely since Lom’s attack.” I picked Jules up and set her inside the ship with Garo’s company logo on the side of it. The blue Molariun pilot smiled at us, and the door shut.

We strapped in, and I watched the promenade as we lifted from the edge of it. So many people, so many races of beings, all here for a vacation. There were numerous vessels docked on the space port in orbit above the world, reminding me of those Caribbean cruise liners. They’d go from port to port, ferrying in tourists to each destination so they could see the sights and shop. This wasn’t much different.

“Excuse me, can you take us to see Garo, please?” I asked, and he nodded.

Mary raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “First?”

“We haven’t seen him in a while, and I’d like to have a quick talk… to make sure he’s doing all right,” I said.

Maggie stood at the edge of the small ship, watching out the side window with interest. We moved across the landscape, desert below, and then over the mountain ranges we’d first stayed on at the hotel. Rivo had surprised me there, hiding in the suite. That was when we’d learned of Lom of Pleva. It felt like so long ago.

“Are you okay?” Mary asked.

“I am. Just reminiscing,” I said.

We arrived at Garo’s floating island, far above the surface. The pilot opened the doors, and we poured out, carrying our packs as we headed toward the mansion. It was quiet there, no one visible on the premises. Maggie stayed close, as if she sensed danger.

“Something’s wrong,” Mary said quietly, and she was right.

“Stay here with Jules,” I said, reaching into my pack for a pulse pistol. I wished I had the rifle, but we hadn’t been planning on running into any trouble.

Mary shook her head. “We go together.” She pulled out a gun I didn’t know she had and told Jules to stay behind her. I went to wave the pilot down, but he was already gone.

“Why is it so quiet?” I asked.

We moved toward the home but still didn’t see or hear anything. Each time I’d come to see Garo, the place was always teeming with people: either visiting dignitaries, or staff hustling and bustling around, cleaning, gardening, cooking.

I entered the courtyard outside the home, and the flowers were smashed, the grounds desolate. “I don’t like this place,” Jules said sadly from behind her mother.

“Neither do I, kiddo,” Mary told her.

We arrived at the entrance, massive double doors, and I stopped. “Do we knock?”

Mary shook her head and pushed on the left door. It swung open with the smallest of creaks, and I went in first, gun raised. The place was ransacked. Furniture was flipped over, sheets and pillows were strewn about across the ornate marble floors, and art was torn from the walls.

“This is horrible,” Mary whispered.

Something broke upstairs, and I waved Mary to stay put. She didn’t argue with me this time; she just held Maggie’s leash and pushed Jules behind her, holding her gun at ready.

I pointed up the stairs, and Mary nodded hesitantly. Another object shattered, and I ran as softly up the steps as I could, making minimal noise as I approached the second level. It overlooked the grand foyer, and I glanced down at Mary to make sure they were safe before moving toward the room all the noise was emerging from.

I pressed my back against the wall and listened. Everything was silent, and I heard sobbing now. This was it. I stepped into the doorway, gun raised, and I nearly pulled the trigger when I saw the form in the corner.

“Garo!” I shouted, and ran to the man. He was beaten, crouched at the edge of the room.

“Stop. I told you everything!” he shouted through a moan.

I was at his side, and he cowered from me.

“Garo, it’s me. Dean Parker,” I told him, and he opened his eyes, searching my face.

“It is you,” he said. “Dean Parker. How is it you’re here?”

“What happened, Garo?” My heart was beating fast. “Are they still in the house?” I thought about Mary and Jules downstairs.

“I don’t know,” he said. I helped him to a sitting position. This was his office, and it was ripped apart. The desk was in pieces, large chunks of wood spread around the room.

“Where’s your wife?” I asked.

“She wasn’t here. She’s off planet, thank goodness,” he said.

Garo Alnod was a rich and powerful man, and even though he was small, he’d always carried himself in such a way that made most people intimidated by him. Now he was a shrunken husk of that man, thinner from his illness and recently beaten so badly, I hardly recognized him.

“Tell me everything,” I said. “But first, I’m going to clear this place.”

“Be careful,” he warned.

“Who are they?”

Only one of his eyes remained open; the rest of his face was swollen and puffy. “It appears Lom may have some allies.”

“Lom’s gone,” I told him.

“But his people aren’t. His resources didn’t disappear with him,” Garo said, and I understood.

“Stay here.” I left him there and moved through the house stealthily, like a cat on the hunt. I ended up outside at the rear of the house, and there were no signs of Lom’s people. I found the bodies of at least ten of Garo’s staff as I went, all dead. It was a bloodbath.

I wound my way to the lobby where Mary and Jules stood. Maggie barked, the sound echoing loudly in the open-air room.

“What’s happened here?” Mary asked.

“Garo. He’s upstairs. Mary, can you call the guards at the portal? Let them know he was attacked and raided,” I said, and she moved to the wall, accessing the console.

I ran upstairs, hearing Mary tell the guards exactly what she knew, and found Garo passed out in the office. I needed to find out what they were after, and why they’d left Rivo’s father alive when they killed everyone else.


Sixteen

The Peaks at Bazarn accepted us without hesitation. The gigantic Duupa people that worked there approached us as we exited the ship, guards flanking Garo the entire way toward the hotel. It was still as beautiful as ever, and I watched as the sun nestled behind the grand Peaks of Duup, mountains brought to Bazarn from a dying world, the ten-foot-tall people along with them.

I noticed smoke rising from their village, and under different circumstances, I would have loved to have made time to see their town, to more accurately learn their history. I had more pressing matters now.

“Greetings. Welcome to the Peaks at Bazarn. Can we assist with anything?” one of the locals asked. If I recalled correctly, this was the exact speech they’d given last time we stayed here. The immense Duupa’s voice still sounded like gravel rubbing against itself. I wondered if they ate stone for breakfast.

The guards carried Garo into the hotel, beyond the torch-lit lobby and toward a massive vacant suite. Apparently, Garo owned half of the hotel, and they fussed about, trying to accommodate our needs. We had a Molariun doctor with us, and he urged us out of the bedroom while he attended to Garo’s needs.

“This is insane,” Mary said. “We came for a nice visit with Regnig and we ended up in the middle of this.”

“It’s strange. What are the chances?” I asked.

“With you, pretty high, I guess,” Mary said. We were in the suite’s living room, and two of Garo’s bulky guards stood at the bedroom door.

“Why hadn’t his guards been at his house? I didn’t see any,” I told Mary.

“I don’t know. Maybe he doesn’t always have them around,” she said. “Let’s get some air. Come on, Jules.”

Jules had Maggie’s leash and we all exited the room, heading outside. Maggie barked at one of the Duupa workers, and it bent closer, reaching out a tree-trunk-sized arm toward the dog. Maggie sniffed it, and he stroked her far more gently than I would have expected from the huge being.

“Would you care for the use of our amenities? Perhaps a hot stone meditation?” the Duupa asked.

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” I said, and he turned, leaving us alone.

“Mom, why is Rivo’s papa hurt?” Jules asked.

“We don’t know, sweetie. Some bad people did it,” Mary told her.

“I don’t like bad people. Can we stop them from hurting him again?” she asked.

“Maybe. We hope so,” Mary said.

“Good.”

We stood outside, watching the sun set beyond the peaks, and eventually, the doctor came outside, heading over to us. “He’ll be okay. With his illness, this has taken a lot out of him. I’ve sedated him for the time being, and it will help him recover faster. You should be able to speak with him in the morning. I’ll be staying next door if anything comes up.”

“Thank you,” I told the blue doctor, and he shuffled off, heading inside.

“It seems we’ll be staying the night,” I said.

“At least we have a nice hotel room.” Mary was right. She hadn’t been there when I’d last visited. It was right before I’d met Regnig for the first time, and had finally started to track Mary and the Iskios’ location.

“I prefer the company this time,” I told her.

“Come on. Let’s find something to eat,” Mary said, and Jules nodded.

____________

“Tell me what happened, Garo.” I sat in a chair beside his bed and glared at a guard watching me from the corner of the room.

“I’d sent everyone home. I wanted some peace and quiet for once. With Rivo’s mother on a trip, I was going to have an easy week away from work, so I cut the staff to the bare minimum and sent my guards home for the day.

“They must have been watching…. waiting, because it wasn’t even an hour later that the group arrived. They had a man with them. He looked… like a human. Markings on his face,” Garo said, running a hand across his own bruised cheek.

“Tattoos? Looked human?” It had to be a Kold, one of the same people that had been attacking the Gatekeepers’ Academy.

He nodded. “That’s what he appeared to be.”

“Have you seen them before? The Kold?” I asked.

“I’ve heard that name, but only in passing. I haven’t seen him before,” Garo said.

“What were they after?” I asked.

“They wanted the details for my company’s ground shield,” he said before a coughing fit took over his body.

I waited for it to subside and passed him a glass of water. He drank a sip and set it down with a shaky hand.

“Garo, that’s the same shield you’ve donated to our Academy on Haven, isn’t it?” I asked, the entire puzzle coming a little clearer.

“That’s right. You don’t think… they’re related, do you?” he asked.

“I’m absolutely sure they are. We don’t know much about the Kold, only what we have from their damaged ship that landed on Haven. We also ran tests on the bodies and found they were indeed human, or as close as you could imagine. They’ve gone through different evolutionary steps, since they come from another environment. We have no idea where they came from or how we’re related.

“All we know is they were attacking Haven, and more specifically, the Gatekeepers’ Academy. If they came to obtain the shield details, they’re going to use it to mount another attack. Did they get it?” I asked.

Garo averted his gaze and stared at the wall. “I’m ashamed to say, they took what they wanted.”

“But they left you alive,” I told him.

“They did that. I only hope you can relay the message to Haven,” he said.

“The Kold ships flew in from out of system. They won’t be attacking for some time. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure Haven knows to expect a coming battle. They’ve already prepared for it. We also have a large contingency of Bhlat, Padlog, Keppe, and Inlorian vessels nearby.” I sat forward in my seat.

Garo met my stare again. “You’ll also have a fleet of Molariun fighters. I’ll send them now. We’ll join the fight. It’s the least we can do.”

“Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that, but we’ll take all the help we can get.”

There was a knock on the door, and the doctor came in. “I apologize for the intrusion. Garo, it’s time for your medication.”

“Right. Come in.”

“Garo, Rivo told me you were better. How are things really going?” I asked.

He glanced at the doctor, then returned his gaze to me. “I’m dying, Dean. I won’t be around much longer.”

I tried to stay calm, but the news shocked me. “Isn’t there anything you can do?” I asked the doctor, a fruitless hope.

“Dean, they’ve tried everything. I’ve already extended my life by decades. Rivo was a miracle child, and my wife is far younger than I am. It’s time.” Garo looked so small then, so withered and fragile, a vast difference from the first time I met the virile man.

“Does Rivo know?” I asked softly.

“Yes and no. I didn’t want to tell her how soon it would be coming. She mentioned your ship, and I urged her to take a spot on it. Rivo wanted to stay with me, but I didn’t want her to sit around with her dying father either. I did that with my own predecessor, and I wouldn’t wish it on her,” Garo said, a tear falling down his bruised cheek.

“What will happen to Alnod Industries?” I asked.

“It will continue. We have capable people running the companies now, and I hope Rivo will take over as head of the corporation. All of this will become hers. She keeps her head in the clouds, and since her fiancé was killed by Lom’s robots, she hasn’t been the same. I can only hope she’ll push through all the loss and thrive in her lifetime.”

“I know she will. I’ll keep an eye on her for you too, if that eases your mind,” I said, meaning it with all my heart. I’d been the one to rescue the emaciated blue girl from the robopirates, and I could still hear the sad song she sang from the confines of the cage on board their dilapidated ship.

Garo patted my hand. “Thank you, son. Thank you. Please make sure you take care of Regnig and the library as well. He’s important to the entire universe.” He went into another coughing fit, and the doctor asked me to leave.

“I will,” I said more to myself than to him as I closed the door, wondering if I’d ever see the man again. I doubted I would.

With a heavy heart, I gathered my family, and we climbed aboard one of Garo’s ships, heading below the surface toward Regnig’s home. The journey only took half an hour, and we stayed silent for the duration of the trip.

“Papa, are you okay?” Jules asked me as we neared the landing pad outside Regnig’s.

“I will be, sweetie,” I told her.

“Good,” she said, smiling an infectious grin at me. I couldn’t help but mirror her joy, and I hugged her close.

“I needed that,” I told her, and she squealed, shaking out of my grip as the ship touched down.

“Regnig!” Jules said, running out the ship’s exit toward the wooden entrance to Regnig’s secret library.

I hated dropping by unannounced, but I didn’t have a way of reaching him otherwise. I’d suggest we find a way to communicate better. I was sure Fontem’s collection would have some sort of tool for that purpose.

“Can you come for us in one day’s time?” Mary asked the pilot, and he said he would be there.

Jules was already knocking on the door, and Maggie was barking at the noise.

“I hope he wasn’t sleeping,” I said with a laugh, and the door flung open to reveal our tiny feathered friend.

What’s all the fuss about? he asked, his thoughts pressing into our minds. His expression softened when he saw who was standing there, and he hopped in shock as Jules ran to him, wrapping her arms around his small body in a hug.

“Regnig, how are you?” she asked, sounding so grown up.

I’m fine. Stop squeezing so hard. Regnig was set to the ground gingerly, and he straightened his vest out in the middle of his chest. Dean and Mary. What a pleasant surprise. Won’t you come in? He paused. Can you make that dog pee before she enters? She went on a five-thousand-year-old map from Gnattes Nine last time, and it’ll never be the same.

I stayed behind, making Maggie go, and entered the library, shutting the door after us. It smelled familiar, a cozy, happy place to visit. It was as cluttered yet organized as ever, and at least twenty books were flopped open around the main living area, each with a distinct purpose, I was sure.

“Sorry for dropping by like this. We were in the neighborhood,” I told him, and he motioned for us to have a seat.

Tea? he asked.

“Sure, thank you,” Mary said, and Regnig disappeared for five minutes, Jules tagging along near him. I heard her talking to the bird man, and Maggie wandered around the shelving, sniffing everything in sight. She loved any place new, and I expected the dog would be happy to smell each book if given the opportunity.

Regnig entered carrying a tray, and Jules had the empty cups in her grip.

It’s convenient timing. Regnig glanced at me with his one large eye.

“How so?” I asked.

I found some information on the Kold you requested. I’ve taken every inscription I gathered from the library and compiled it into an electronic version for you. I know you prefer that over a hand-written document, Regnig said through my mind.

“Do you know where their home planet is?” Mary asked, her voice hopeful.

I’m afraid they don’t have one.

“How can they not have one? They must be from somewhere,” I said, confused.

They’re nomads. A race for hire, by the sounds of things. Regnig took a sip of his tea from his beak, his tiny tongue flicking out.

“Mercenaries. Dean, they’ve been hired to ruin the Gatekeepers’ Academy. That’s why one of them was there with Lom of Pleva’s men at Garo’s,” Mary explained.

This is very plausible. They are expensive, from all accounts I’ve seen. Rarely do they emerge, because it isn’t often someone can meet their criteria for a job or have the excessive amount of funding needed to hire them. Regnig glanced over at Jules, who was listening quietly from her seat. She sipped her tea with loud slurps but held the cup like a lady. This wasn’t her first tea party, and she was on her best behavior. What’s this you said about Garo Alnod?

“Garo’s been attacked. He thinks it was Lom’s people. He’s also not going to be around long, for all intents and purposes,” Mary told Regnig, who nodded at the news.

So he told you. The public has no idea, but I’ve met with him a handful of times. He’s set in contingencies to ensure the library goes on at his eventual passing. Regnig stopped and tapped a claw to the edge of his seat. Garo’s been a good friend. I hope he passes quietly. I fear I may not be long behind him.

“Are you sick?” I asked.

No. But as a people, we don’t often make it this long. I wouldn’t be surprised if I expired any day now.

I hated to hear this. First I’d watched as Kareem had passed on Haven in the portal room, and now Garo was on his way out. Hearing Regnig talk about his own mortality was too much. “You’ll have a lot of years left. You look…” I searched for the word to describe the tiny birdman. “You look great.”

Jules watched with interest but didn’t say a word. Her eyes were glowing green as she slurped her tea, and I wondered what she made of all this. Did she understand the subject matter?

I’m not sure. I’ve lived a good life. A solitary one until recently, but it’s been rewarding. I’m grateful to have done this work and to have met a Recaster near the end. Regnig lifted his beak up, as if he were sniffing something.

“Stop it. You’re going to make me all emotional, Regnig,” I told him.

How is Rivo Alnod taking all of this? Also, were you not supposed to be aboard a starship?

We’d invited Regnig to come along, but he’d declined, saying he couldn’t be away from the library for that long.

“We have a Shandra portal on board,” Mary explained.

A portal? On the starship? That’s incredible!

“We thought so too. They saved it from a world under duress of a supernova and installed it into the middle of Horizon,” I said.

That’s miraculous. I must come with you to see this. Would that be acceptable?

“You’re more than welcome to return to the starship with us. Everyone would love to see you,” Mary told him.

We will see about that. I’m not sure I’m up to the task at the moment. What is your current mission? Regnig set his teacup on a dusty end table.

I talked him through our trip to the Tri-System Station, and our meeting with Zoober, playing along as Ghost mercenaries, and our adventure out to the old battlefield. He ran off when I mentioned the Maev and passed a book to me.

They finally did it? They put themselves into the machines?

I flipped through the pages, seeing images of the Maev people and their home world. They were the color of rust with round midsections, with thick tufts of hair sprouting from their bodies. “They don’t quite appear like what we’d expect from a superior intelligent race, do they?” I asked.

Are you so quick to judge a book by its cover? What of me? Regnig asked.

“That’s not what I meant… I thought…” Mary set a hand on my forearm, forcing me to stop my rambling.

I kept talking about the rest of the mission, leaving out Sergo’s role to save time.

“And now we’re heading to the Rutelium world in search for answers about what they did to the globe-sized world hiding on the other end of the portal sticks you have with you,” I told Regnig, and he sat up straighter.

This is a big win. I’ve been visiting Fontem’s collection with less frequency, but I always stop and see the planet, advising them we’re working on a solution. I know it’s silly, that they’re frozen in time and shrunken, but it appeases my conscience. Regnig poured himself another tea, offering the pot to us. Jules accepted more, and she held the cup in two small hands.

“Regnig,” she said, pursing her lips in thought.

Yes, small one?

“We can help them,” she said.

He nodded his agreement. I think so too, child. I think so too.

Regnig didn’t know all the details about Jules, but I knew he had his suspicions. Jules, are the portal stones still green like your eyes?

She beamed. “Yes.”

Good. Good. Dean and Mary, would you like to retrieve the globe now or wait until we dine and rest?

“I’d say we can afford to wait a night,” Mary said, and there was our answer. We knew we needed to make a pit stop on Haven before going to the Horizon, but there was no way the Kold could use Garo’s shield information against us in only two days. They didn’t have access to the portals.

Then it’s settled. We’ll eat, and you can tell me all about this starship of yours. Regnig hopped off his seat and waddled out of the room. I could still hear his thoughts as he left through a corridor. A portal on a space vessel. What will they think of next?
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Maggie barked as soon as we walked through the energy barrier leading us to Fontem’s collection.

“Maggie, it’s okay,” I said, doing nothing to stop the dog from growling and yelping toward the creature in the room with us.

I’d forgotten about Bool, the monkey-like animal that had made a home on the ship in the middle of space. The portal on the tropical world had led the beast there, and evidently, he came and went as he pleased.

“This must be Bool?” Mary asked. I crouched by Maggie as Mary coaxed the startled creature toward her.

Jules stood by her mother’s leg and held tight, eyes wide at the strange animal sharing the space with us.

Bool. Stop playing the jester and come greet our visitors. Regnig’s thoughts had the desired effect, and the four-legged monkey tentatively crossed the room. Its big eyes took up half its undersized head, and it blinked curiously as it reached out toward Maggie. The cocker spaniel didn’t like it, but she only let out a low growl instead of barking or snapping at the fingers.

“Bool, this is Maggie. Maggie, Bool.” I introduced them. Once everyone was playing nice, we walked around the collection. It was the first time Jules had stepped foot here, and she didn’t leave her mom’s side.

“There’s so many things here. Have you documented each one yet?” Mary ran a hand over a small square black box, and Regnig rushed to her.

You don’t want to touch that. It’s… dangerous. He didn’t expand on it, and Mary snatched her hand away like she’d been bitten.

“How about a warning first?” Mary said.

Assume everything inside here is riddled with danger. Then we’ll all stay safe.

“What about the monkey?” Mary asked. “Doesn’t he put his paws all over everything?”

“Technically, I think they’re hands,” I said, receiving a glare from my wife for my trouble.

Bool has been trained to not touch. He learned the hard way.

Bool nodded and echoed high-pitched noises, like he was laughing.

“There it is,” I said, pointing at the globe on the shelf. It had a glowing barrier around it.

“Papa! That’s them,” Jules said, finally breaking away from Mary’s side. She stretched her hand toward it, and Regnig stepped between her and the object.

If we’re to transport it, we’ll use something a little more protective. Regnig motioned to the side of the room, where a stack of empty crates stood along the wall. Please, Dean, take one of these. They’re lighter than they appear.

I picked a box up, similar to solid iron and black as midnight. It weighed no more than a few ounces.

We’ll use a Stabilizer, and the planet will stay at the center of the package the entire time. Regnig searched the shelves, and a few minutes later, he returned with the device of choice. He dropped it into the box, and it began to blink. Place the globe inside, please, Dean.

I lifted the tiny planet, carefully moving it across the room. It was almost impossible to believe this was a legitimate world. Were they still alive on the surface? So much time had passed. I set it into the box and felt the buoyant nature of the small device Regnig had used. The globe hovered in the exact center of the container and stayed there.

Regnig shook the box, jostling it from side to side, startling me. The planet stayed in the middle, not moving an inch.

“Neat trick,” Mary said.

A thought crossed my mind, and I wanted to check with Regnig before we left Fontem’s collection again. “We have communicators, but very few work between more than five light years, at least not in real time. Is there anything here we can use to communicate with? Preferably over vast spaces.”

The small man stood still, and I could almost hear his thoughts combing over the cataloged items lining the shelving.

He had nothing so advanced, but there is something that you might be interested in. His tiny foot kicked a stool across the room, and he scuttled up the steps, reaching for a white object near the top. He brought it over and separated the pieces. There were six in total, each with a different-color frame.

“What are these?” I asked, flipping the top object in my hand. It was the size of a tablet, and I noticed a button on the bottom. I pressed it, and a stylus clicked out.

You write on one, the others see it. Or you can send a message privately to a single unit. See? Regnig grabbed the green one, and they all displayed the message. He took the pen and scrawled something across the screen. I watched as the drawing appeared on my tablet. It looked like a cartoon version of Bool.

“What do you think, Mary? This could do the trick in a pinch,” I said.

Mary took one and started drawing on it. The stick figure appeared on the screens, and a name appeared below it. Dean Parker. Mary laughed, and Regnig showed her how to erase it with the quick press of a button.

Jules held one, and she stuck her tongue out as she drew an image. At first, I wasn’t sure what she was drawing, but then it came clear. Four angled lines, finished off with a horizontal oval running overtop.

What’s the relevance? Regnig asked.

“Jules, why do you keep drawing this?” Mary asked, crouching beside her.

“Papa said we can help them, and I want to go and make them better,” Jules said.

Dean, I think she may be sensing something about this world. I take it this is a Crystal Map symbol?

“It is, but we haven’t been able to track it yet. And we’re not going to make a trip like that until we know more,” I said.

“Maybe we can ask the Gatekeepers to go investigate it for us? They could run their scans, drones, and tests, and find out what’s happening,” Mary suggested.

Bool, bored from the looks of it, left the room, and Maggie finally let herself relax. “That’s a great idea. Is that okay, Jules? We can ask Weemsa and Loo-six to investigate first, and then we can help.” I hated promising something like that, but I was curious to learn what had grabbed such a firm hold of my daughter’s attention. She used to draw things like puppies and unicorns, but now it was always the same thing: this symbol.

Will these work for you? Regnig asked.

“They will. We’ll leave one with you at the library so we can stay in touch,” I told him, and he nodded excitedly.

That would be ideal. I can ask you more questions for the book I’m compiling on your life.

“You’re still working on that?” I asked.

Of course. It’s not often we have a Recaster changing the universe with every passing movement. Regnig turned around and stepped through the barrier, sending him straight to the library, far away from our position on this hidden ship.

“I’m worried about her,” Mary said quietly. She didn’t have to tell me she was talking about Jules.

“So am I, but we’ll get to the bottom of it. Soon,” I said.

We headed out, Maggie only too happy to be leaving the room that had Bool’s odor throughout it. Jules held one of the devices and was actively doodling on it. I took the rest, and soon we were all squared away, safe in Regnig’s library with the globe world.

“Did you ever learn what this place is called?” I asked Regnig, and he shook his head.

Jules raised her hand, as if she was in the classroom on our starship. “Papa, I know. They’re called Scary-eels.”

____________

“Where did she get this from?” I asked Mary. Jules was tucked away in her bed aboard the Horizon, and she’d been unable to explain how she knew anything about them.

“She’s a kid. She might have made it up. She has quite the imagination, kind of like you. And you’ve been reading to her every night, fanciful stories about space princesses and all that. Jules probably picked up on that and improvised,” Mary said from her side of the bed.

“I don’t know. Scary-eels. It doesn’t quite feel right. But she’s close, I know it.” I sat up, shoving the blankets away from me.

“Dean, it’s late. Get some sleep. We’ll investigate tomorrow,” Mary said, and she rolled over, tapping her light off. I shut mine off too and stared at the ceiling until I heard my wife’s breathing slow. When I knew she was asleep, I slid out of bed, my feet landing softly on the carpet.

I walked by Jules’ room and peeked in the door. She slept soundly, and Maggie lifted her head for a moment. Seeing it was only me, she dropped it with a huff and went back to sleep.

I threw a robe on from the hanger of my bathroom door and found my slippers. If I was going to move around in the middle of the night, I might as well do it in comfort.

The door slid open as I tapped the console adjacent to it, and I stepped into the foyer of the officers’ suites, quickly moving through. I’d nearly forgotten the ship ran on a twenty-four-hour clock. I was receiving a few odd remarks as I continued through the corridors with purpose, almost everyone glancing down to see my white-slipper-covered feet.

I eventually made it to Engineering and buzzed the door. An exhausted man answered, ushering me inside.

“Dean Parker, as I live and breathe.” He jutted his hand out, shaking mine intensely. “Clare told me you were friends, but I almost didn’t believe her.”

He finally let go of my hand and I smiled at him. “Hello. What’s your name?”

“Ensign Howard Desota,” the man said. He was younger than I’d originally pegged him, maybe thirty-five years old. He sported a beard, and gray hairs were speckled around it; a vision of what was to come. “What can I do for you?”

I felt so out of place in my robe and slippers, and glanced around. “You don’t have a spare uniform or something I can wear, do you?”

He smiled, pointing to the side of the room. “Sure we do. What size?”

I told him my best guess, and I changed in the bathroom, leaving my belongings folded and piled inside a cubby.

“You asked what you could do for me.” I glanced at a computer screen on a desk. “Do you know if Suma finished the Crystal Map integration with the new details we brought from the Maev vessel?”

“That’s quite the exciting project. I was involved.” He rushed over to the desk and grabbed a second chair, motioning for me to sit. His fingers flew over the touchpad, and an image flashed onto the screen. It was the Crystal Map in its entirety. Thousands of pinpricks of light, showing so many unexplored worlds we could travel to through the Shandra portals, even from this very ship.

It was mind-boggling to consider the possibilities.

“So we have this one, then…” His fingers moved again, and the first map slid to one half of the large screen, making way for the Maev map. He added a command, and the left map overlapped the right, shrinking and transitioning until they matched. It flashed three times, and there it was.

“This is it? The real time map?” I asked. He moved out of the way, offering the controls to me, and I zoomed in, seeing a planet two light years from our current position with a symbol hovering above it. We could travel there through the portal if we wanted. It was off-putting to know one was so close, but miraculous at the same time.

“We already checked the Rutelium world.” Desota used the controls to show me. There was no symbol nearby. We’d have to travel there by starship after all, which we needed to do anyway to set up the beginnings of the mine for the Alliance of Worlds. I had been hoping on securing a head start to search for clues to help the globe-world. Scary-eels. Jules’ word for them stuck in my mind, and I blinked to wash it away.

“What about this symbol…” I went to the cubby, pulling the piece of paper from my robe pocket. Inside, the drawing from my daughter sat on the center of the page, and Desota stared at it for a moment before accessing the symbol lists. There were so many of them, approximately fifty per section on the screen, and he scrolled through each quickly until we finally found it.

“There it is!” I said, pointing at the list. “Can we find where that is?”

Desota nodded and selected the symbol, dragging it to a map icon. The screen’s image went blurry while it searched, and moments later, we had our answer. I focused at the image of the map, and saw the symbol in mid-space, no planet nearby.

“This can’t be right,” Desota said, typing more information into the system. He tapped something else, and I noticed he was calling Suma’s room.

“What is it?” I asked.

“The symbol. It’s following the Horizon. There has to be a mistake,” he told me. Suma’s face appeared on the screen, and it appeared we’d interrupted her sleep.

“Desota… Dean?” she asked.

“Can you meet us in Engineering? We have something strange going on with your program,” Desota said.

“Be right there,” Suma answered. I watched as the symbol moved slowly through the map image, simultaneously with our own ship.
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“There’s no error,” Suma said. “We’ve checked this program every way we can. What do you think, Clare?”

The Chief Engineer tapped her chin with a finger. “I’d say there’s nothing wrong with it, but I’m not sure how this can be. Unless…”

I leaned forward. “Unless what?”

“Unless the portal stone we brought on the ship has two entry points. Two symbols for it. It could be possible, theoretically,” Clare said.

Suma leaned sideways in her chair and yawned. “How so?”

“Maybe the original creators had to repair the stone, and they used pieces of crystal from another site.” Clare suggested.

“Would that work?” I asked.

“Theoretically, it would, as long as they linked the two of them so anyone attempting to use either symbol would end up traveling to the same place. It has to be the only way,” Clare said.

We’d been there for hours, and I still hadn’t slept. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it right now. Maybe keep working on it, to see if anything changes, but I’ll take that explanation as a possibility.” I left out the fact that my daughter kept drawing the symbol, talking about wanting to help the people there. Did she want to help our ship? Was something going to happen to the Horizon?

“Thanks for your time, everyone. Nice to meet you, Desota.” I shook the man’s hand, and he beamed at me, still excited to be spending time with Dean Parker. I would have assumed that after hours beside me, the luster would have worn off, especially after he noticed how little I knew about anything we’d discussed tonight.

My trip to the room was quick, the halls slightly busier as the shifts changed. Jules and Mary were at the kitchen table when I entered, and instead of heading to bed, I sat with them to talk.

“What’s cooking, good-looking?” I asked, smelling bacon.

“Papa, we’re making your favorite,” Jules told me with a smile.

“Where were you?” Mary was clearly worried, but she hadn’t tried to call me.

“Engineering.”

“What for?”

I glanced at Jules and kept my voice quiet. “The symbol. It’s emanating from our ship. Clare thinks our portal must have two pieces of crystal in it, or something. It’s strange.”

“You did remember that Terrance and Leslie are coming in an hour, right?” Mary asked.

I’d completely forgotten. I mopped a hand over my face and glanced at the coffee pot. “I guess a nap is out of the question, then.”

Mary rolled her eyes and rose to bring me a cup of steaming coffee.

“Think they’ll mind a bit of a tour? I still haven’t seen all of the ship,” I told my wife.

“Remember, they were present while it was being built. They probably know it better than we do. Also, Jules will be in class, and we’re going to leave Maggie at Natalia’s to play with Carey and Charlie,” Mary advised, and I smiled, thinking about Carey. It had been so nice to have him nearby again, and I’d been walking all three of them around the ship a couple of times a week. They all loved the courtyard, and Carey always plopped down near the fountain, enjoying the calming sounds of flowing water.

We ate as a family, discussing mundane things. I asked Jules about the book she was reading, and I told her about mine. Eventually, Mary took Jules to school, and I showered and changed. By the time Mary finished, I was at the front door, ready to greet our old friends at the portal.

“They might beat us there,” Mary said as we strode through the corridors. The huge guards from Bazarn were watching the portal doors, and I nodded to them.

“Good morning, gentlemen.”

“Mr. Parker. Mrs. Parker,” one of them said. I was glad they were done with the hostility.

We stood there, waiting for Terrance and Leslie, and we didn’t have to wait long. The doors slid open, revealing the two hybrids. It was hard to believe we’d ventured to Long Island searching for them so many years ago, only to chase them halfway across the country, and it turned out they weren’t even the ones responsible for the deaths on campus. It had been Mae.

“Guys, you look great,” Mary said, and she was right. They appeared well-rested and healthy. My own eyes were bleary from a lack of sleep last night, but they were kind enough not to comment.

“I’m happy to finally use the portal. How awesome is this?” Terrance asked. “Being able to come visit you guys while you’re so far away. It’s amazing.”

“There hasn’t been any trouble?” I asked.

“From the V-shaped ships?” Leslie asked.

“That’s right. They’re called the Kold. We learned a little about them,” I told them.

Terrance’s eyes widened. “You did? What can you tell us?”

We walked away from the portal room, entering the elevator. I was going to take them to the top level first, show them around. “They’re mercenaries, or at least that’s what they’re known as. I don’t know where they live, but we’re told they’re expensive to hire.”

“Who’s hiring them?” Leslie asked as the elevator doors opened.

I glanced at Mary, and then to the hybrids. “Lom of Pleva,” I said quietly.

“Lom of Pleva!” Terrance shouted, his words echoing down the hallway.

I ran a finger to my lips. “We prefer not to shout his name around, in case there’s anyone working for him on board. You never know.”

Terrance leaned in, whispering, “I thought you… took care of him.”

“I did. Or at least I think I did,” I said.

“What makes you think it’s Lom?” Leslie asked.

“Garo Alnod was attacked. They knew exactly when to do it. They intercepted the details for the shield he donated to Haven, the one for the Academy. One of them was a Kold,” I told them.

“And you think it’s Lom?” Terrance asked.

“Garo thinks it’s Lom, or more specifically, Lom’s people. He had a vast organization. It’s not unrealistic to think they’d still have a lot of resources, access to his fortunes, potentially,” Mary said.

“Why do they want the Academy destroyed?” Terrance asked. “Well, I guess I can assume they aren’t fans of our Alliance of Worlds, or the fact that you’re involved with us, Dean.”

“And the Inlor are part of our group now, and that paints a larger target, given the value of their relationship. They’ve refrained from selling to non-members, and that’s been angering a lot of races out there,” Leslie added.

“Exactly.” I led them through the hall, and toward a huge open room in the far end of the top floor. “Here’s the gymnasium.” The space was huge, with five full-sized basketball courts. A group of ten was playing full-court. A few people were playing tennis on the far end, and more were running track around the entire area.

“This is top-notch,” Terrance said.

“How’s the Academy going?” I asked. It had been three or so months since we’d left, and the classes should have begun.

We kept walking, this time in the direction of the courtyard. “It’s going well. We really need some new instructors, though. I’m hoping Suma will consider coming to teach there when this adventure is over,” Leslie told us.

“She’s doing a wonderful job here, I’m told,” Mary said.

“We have a few other ideas too, but I’m not sure they’ll be interested,” Terrance added.

“You never know. Everyone getting along nicely?” I asked.

“There are three hundred students in total so far, and we expect to have twice that by next year. Considering the fact that we have over ten races of aliens under one roof, I’d say we’re doing very well.” Leslie laughed as we leaned over the railing to the courtyard far below.

“Do you think we could go for a cup of coffee?” Terrance asked.

“Of course,” Mary said, leading us to the elevators.

Five minutes later, we were sitting near the café, with four hot cups on the table. “Did you ever think you’d be on board a starship like this?” Terrance asked me.

I shook my head, smiling. “No. It still doesn’t feel real.”

“Do you guys miss home?” Leslie asked.

Mary stared at me. “I do. We were so used to being on Earth in Dean’s old farmhouse. But to be honest, I prefer being near friends and loved ones. Jules needs this.”

“How is the little one?” Leslie asked.

I let out a breath of stale air. “She’s great and trying at the same time. She’s so strong-willed, and with everything that’s going on, it’s been hard to keep her under wraps.”

They knew some of what she was capable of, but not all. I still didn’t know everything she was able to do, and suspected I never would.

“It must be tough. There’s not much safer of a place than here, I bet,” Terrance told me.

“We’re hoping so. She’s loving school. I’m already anticipating her enrolling in the Gatekeepers’ Academy one day,” I said.

“I agree with that. It’ll be great when you guys are there. Magnus too,” Leslie said.

“We’ll look forward to returning to Haven one day,” Mary said, and I nodded, meaning it.

“On to business,” I said, lowering my voice. “The Kold stole the details of the shield from Garo Alnod, so we need to be prepared. We might have something to fend them off, should they attack again.”

“Please continue,” Terrance said from the edge of his seat.

I told them about the Emitter we found on our mission to prove to Zoober that the Ghosts were legit.

“You guys sound like a real mercenary crew. Nice work,” Leslie said. “I wish I’d been part of that. Sounds like fun.”

“I wouldn’t call it fun, but it was an adventure. Anyway, this Emitter can incapacitate everything in range, and that’s a few thousand kilometers. Clare is working on a switch we could press to isolate only the Kold V-ships.” I took a sip of my coffee.

“Seriously? That would be perfect. How soon will she have it ready?” Terrance asked.

“I’m not sure. She’s been testing it on a wide assortment of energy patterns, but she thinks she’s close. We’ll stop by there in a while, if you like,” I said.

“Even if they have a way to bypass our Academy shield, we still have a fleet on standby to prevent them from ever reaching our surface,” Leslie said.

“I agree, but I don’t think these guys are that stupid. I suspect their first incursion was an assessment, and the second I stumbled in on was more of the same. They were testing the strength, and now they know they aren’t dealing with a primitive world with no defense. When they mount an offense, and I do believe it will happen, it won’t be a dozen ships in solidarity, it will be a war,” I disclosed quietly, glancing around to make sure no one was listening.

“You’re likely right, Dean. I hope it’s not any time soon. We’re still working on cohabitating with all the races. We’re having a little trouble with putting everyone on the same page out there. Having a hierarchy between Keppe, Bhlat, Padlog, and the others is like walking on eggshells. You have to be very careful or you’ll end up cut.” Terrance drained the rest of his cup and slid it to the center of the table.

His analogy was accurate for so many things we’d had to deal with, and I wondered how tough the looming battle for Haven was going to become.

____________

“Forty – love,” Slate said, wiping a bead of sweat off his forehead with an arm.

“Why did I agree to this?” I asked. He served and I rallied it over, sending it to his backhand. He hit the fuzzy yellow ball into the net and muttered a curse.

“Because you love to lose to your good buddy Slate, that’s why.” Slate served again; this time, it hit the edge of my racket, flying behind me. He stood there smiling at me like he’d won the Wimbledon.

The gym was empty except for us, and I was enjoying the time with Slate. He’d been so busy lately, and when he wasn’t working long shifts on the bridge, he was spending a lot of time with Loweck. They’d quickly become serious.

“Things are good?” I asked him, meeting him at the net. We each grabbed our water bottles and drank deeply.

“Great. You?”

“Perfect,” I said. We were only four months away from reaching the Rutelium world, and it couldn’t come soon enough. The first few months of traveling on a starship seemed nice. You settled into a calm routine of breakfast, family time, Jules going to class, Mary heading to work for the ship’s administrative office, and that left me a few hours a day to just be. I ran in the gym, read books, and studied the Crystal Maps and the reports by the Gatekeepers.

The worlds they’d been exploring ranged from dead rocks with no atmosphere to worlds teeming with thriving life, both intelligent and wildlife-dense, to habitable planets with no signs of anything living there larger than a mouse. It was fascinating, and I’d spent nearly two hours a day for the last month scanning over these details. There were a couple I planned on going to for a quick reconnaissance, since they were deemed safe by the Gatekeepers.

Mary didn’t like the idea, but I was bored, and she understood that. She was almost ready to stop pushing papers and join me, but Magnus had told her he couldn’t survive without her people skills, plus she was only three months away from giving birth to our second baby.

“What do you think of Loweck?” Slate asked me as he bounced the ball between his racket and the hard gym floor.

“She’s great, Slate. Without her, we’d still be stuck in that prison, you know?”

“I know. She doesn’t let me forget it either. But… then I remind her she’d still be stuck there too, and we laugh. She’s not going to … be like the last one, is she?” he asked, his voice low.

“Denise was a hybrid created by Lom to screw us over. Loweck isn’t like that, Slate. She loves you. I can see it,” I told him.

“She told me she does.”

“That she loves you?” This was news to me, and I was thrilled for my friend.

“Yeah. She said it, and I didn’t say it back…” Slate was still bouncing the ball, and he stared at it as it moved.

“Why not?” I pressed.

“I don’t know. Probably because I’m a big dummy. She’s perfect for me, Dean. I know she’s a cyborg, but she has a heart. You know what I mean.”

“How did she take it?” I asked.

“She didn’t seem to mind. She told me she was just happy being with me, and that if I needed time, she was willing to wait it out,” Slate said.

“And… do you love her?” I asked.

He moved his racket, and the ball settled to the floor after a few hops. “I do. I really do.”

“Then what are you waiting for? Go tell her instead of telling me!” I laughed, and he stared at me.

“Seriously? Right now?” he asked, seeming to consider his sweating body.

“Right now!” I ordered.

He was about to leave when the alarms sounded. Red lights flashed along the exits of the gymnasium, and my heart raced. This was the first alarm since we’d been on board, and it was a new experience for me.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“All executive officers report to duty on the bridge. All executive officers report to duty on the bridge.” The AI voice repeated the phrase a half dozen times, and Slate took off, me right behind him.

We ran, arriving at the bridge a few minutes later. Loweck was at the door, along with a few other familiar faces, and we entered. The large room was full of people, the stations doubled in staff as everyone coalesced on the bridge.

Red lights flashed slowly, and the alarm still sounded, but was muted as Magnus stood up to fill us in. “We’ve approached an unexpected asteroid field. It wasn’t on our sensors, for some unknown reason. Dubs thinks the composition of the rocks is something our system hasn’t encountered before, therefore they’re hidden. Now that one hit us…”

“One of them hit us?” I asked, cutting him off.

“Yes, Dean. Our shield was struck, but we’re fine. Now that we’re amidst the field, we can use our localized sensors to determine where the asteroids are located,” Magnus explained.

Dubs tapped his console, moving his screen view to the main viewer. It displayed a map showing multiple asteroids of varying sizes.

“We contemplated going around, but that would add a lot of time to our journey,” Magnus said. “Dubs, can you explain what you’ve done?”

“Surely, Captain. I’ve created a trajectory plan that involves weaving the starship through the field.” Dubs tapped his console, and a line appeared on the screen for us all to see. “We have a ninety percent chance we will come out the other side with over eighty percent shields if we take this path.”

The odds didn’t sound too bad, but any chance we’d be destroyed or damaged was too high for me.

“KIM, what are your thoughts?” Magnus asked the AI built into Horizon.

“I almost agree with the pilot’s analysis, though I’d say the odds are more a ninety-one percent chance we emerge with eighty-three percent shields, given no other variances,” KIM answered.

“Then proceed,” Magnus said.

“Captain, may I speak with you?” I asked.

“Of course,” Magnus said, waving me to his side.

“Remember my journey to locate you on Fortune?” I asked.

He nodded. “You came across a distress signal and ended up on an asteroid, correct?”

“That’s right. There’s a high probability a few insidious things are hiding in a field like this one,” I told him.

“Good idea. Dubs, did you hear Dean?” Magnus strode behind the android, setting a hand on the back of his chair.

“Yes, Captain. What would you have me do?” Dubs asked.

Suma was beside him, and she glanced up. “I’ll run some telemetry-boosted scans to see if there’s anything other than rock in the vicinity. Since these rocks are so alien to our sensors, I suggest we use the tractor beam and bring a piece aboard.”

Magnus contemplated her suggestion. “Alien rocks on board. This sounds like the start of a bad movie. Do it, but bring it to Hangar Seven.” That was our hangar specifically for quarantine or emergencies. It required an EVA and pressurized decontamination on the way in and out.

“Perfect. Dubs, before we go, can you find a section of rock smaller than ten feet in diameter?” Suma asked, and he used the sensors to search the localized region around the ship.

“There’s something within our range. It’s nine point oh seven feet in diameter. Will that suffice?” he asked the Shimmali woman.

“That’s exactly what we need,” Suma said.

“Why can’t the sensors read the rock enough to pull composition from them?” I asked. The truth was, I didn’t know the first thing about geology, or the current technology we had to deal with it.

“They can determine some of the base minerals, but there’s too much that’s unfamiliar to our database. We need a core sample to have the right information. From there, we’ll be able to do a scan of the entire system and find anything that doesn’t match. If there’s anything hiding inside the field, we’ll know.” Suma stood up, moving for the exit.

“I’ll go with her,” I said, and Magnus appeared relieved.

Magnus grabbed my shoulder. “Dean, be careful. Bring Silo along too. He’s good with this kind of testing, or so I’m told.”

Suma’s boyfriend was a science officer, and I asked Dubs to call him to Hangar Seven, where we’d meet. Magnus barked orders to the crew, and Slate was already heading to the rear of the bridge, where I expected he kept a spare uniform.

I caught up to Suma, and we arrived at the hangar a short time later. Two guards stood at the doorway, nodding at us as we approached them. The alarms stopped ringing, and the red lights were no longer flashing along the corridors. I could still hear the warning klaxons ringing in my ears.

“Science Officer Silo is inside already,” the woman told us.

“Thanks. Don’t let anyone else in, do you understand?” I asked, and they both acknowledged the command.

We passed by them, entering the first room connecting the hallway to the hangar. I hadn’t been to this hangar yet and had questioned the need for such a space. Now I understood. Armored EVAs hung alongside regular ones, these all white. I found one close enough to my size and greeted Silo.

“Dean, great to see you again,” Silo said in English. Suma beamed over at the man, who stood half a head taller than his girlfriend.

“Likewise. What do we need to do?” I asked, clasping the last of my seals shut tightly.

Suma took this one. “We need to drill into the rock, gather the sample, and stick it into this scanner.” She pointed at the briefcase Silo had brought with him.

“Sounds easy enough,” I said, clicking my EVA helmet closed. When my suit gave me the green light, we walked into the next room, and I carried the core driller in my right hand. The door closed and a blue light glowed in a circle on the wall beside us. It flashed, and we were doused in a mixture of air and gases. It hissed to a stop, and the lights turned off.

The circular door leading to the hangar opened, rolling to one side. We stepped through, Suma first, followed by Silo, then me. My briefcase clipped the edge of the door frame as we entered, sending a clanking noise through the empty hangar.

The lights inside the hangar bay flipped on as we marched inside; one by one, they became brighter.

“We’re in place,” I called to the bridge from my earpiece.

“Very good, Cap… Dean,” Dubs replied from the bridge. “Opening the hatch now.”

The wall groaned and clattered as it spread apart from top to bottom, revealing dark space through a light blue energy barrier.

“Bringing the sample in now,” Dubs told us. We saw the yellow tractor beam pulling the tiny chunk of asteroid into our hangar. The barrier glowed brightly as the hunk of stone passed through the energy field, and the beam placed the rock gently in the center of the floor.

“We’re going to leave the bay open while you take the sample. I want that rock off the ship as soon as you’re done,” Magnus said through our earpieces.

“Roger,” I said, and we moved for the section of asteroid. It was black, speckled with gray and silver.

Silo was the first to arrive, and he ran a gloved finger along the edge of the stone. It was tall, almost ten feet, and just as wide. A flat spot on the bottom allowed it to stay in one spot without concern it was going to roll away.

“This is what it’s all about,” Suma said, grinning toward her boyfriend.

I didn’t understand the fascination, but since the alloy was new to our database, that did make it quite the scientific discovery. Suma used a handheld device, and it beeped repeatedly as she waved it around a foot from the asteroid.

“Small amounts of radiation emanating from the rock. We wouldn’t want prolonged exposure,” she said.

Our suits were made to handle a decent amount of rads, but the idea this was radioactive made my skin crawl. Basically everything in space could elicit that feeling, and I pushed the concern from my mind.

Silo opened the briefcase I’d carried inside and pulled out a device. He placed it at the edge of the asteroid, and it stuck to the edge with unseen grips. It powered up, and red light poured from each corner of the square, centering into a circle. The beam grew in intensity, and I could hear it as the laser dug into the sample.

The entire process took mere moments, and I almost expected a gas or something nefarious to emerge from the asteroid. I’d been reading too many science fiction books.

Silo flicked it off, setting the device to the ground, and grabbed hold of the sample, sliding it from the asteroid. It came out in a smooth two-foot cylinder.

Suma had the next step ready, and he placed the core slice into it. She closed it and tapped it to life. “This should give us what we need to know.” She stood further away while it worked its magic. “Dean, do you think this is all necessary?”

“It’s hard to say. The trip through the field is going to take a few days, by the looks of it. Better safe than sorry,” I told her.

“Good call,” Suma said. The scanner blinked, an indication it was complete, and she sent the results to the bridge. “Use this. Scan the system, and you’ll have a better idea where the asteroids are within the field. You’ll also see what isn’t made of similar material.”

“Acknowledged. Wait, this can’t be right,” Magnus said. “Dubs, check again.”

The hair on my arms rose beneath my space suit. “What is it, Mag?”

“Something’s moving here. Fast,” Magnus said. “Ensign Tran, attempt communication.”

We couldn’t see what was happening, only hear them through our earpieces. It sounded tense.

“Captain, there’s no response,” Tran quickly said.

“Loweck, prepare to fire,” Magnus said.

Suma gawked up at me. “Should we move out of here?”

I nodded, and we began to clear out our supplies when Magnus shouted the warning. “It’s coming for Hangar Seven. Get out of there! Dubs, close the doors!”

“Captain, it vanished!” Loweck shouted.

“Find it!” Magnus yelled through my earpiece, and I gulped, pointing to the energy barrier. It flashed blue as something invisible passed through it.

“I think we found it,” I said through my mic. “Magnus. Something snuck past the doors. It’s in here with us!”

The doors closed with a thud, and Silo, Suma, and I glanced over to the exit.
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“Get out of here, Suma. Go!” I shouted as the small ship flickered, becoming visible.

She moved, and I shoved Silo after her. I was unarmed and cursed myself for not being more prepared. How could we have anticipated this? They reached the first door, and I joined them, watching through the window. It wouldn’t open.

“What’s the holdup?” I asked.

“Dean, it’s jammed!” Suma shouted.

The vessel that had entered our starship rocked and jerked from across the hangar. A ramp lowered, and I pushed Suma behind me. “Keep trying.”

I heard her pressing buttons, and a soft denying beep repeatedly sounded. “Dubs, we’re having issues with the door to the decompression room. We have been invaded; I repeat, there is an alien vessel aboard the Horizon.”

“The guards have been notified. They’re coming in to assist,” Dubs explained through my earpiece.

The room was silent for a moment, my ragged breath the only sound I could hear until one of them emerged. It walked slowly onto its ship’s ramp, moving methodically and with purpose. From here, it was hard to tell, but they appeared humanoid. Maybe taller than humans, thin… wearing all black, matching the asteroid sample sitting in the center of the hangar.

The door hissed open behind us, and I urged Suma through. Silo went next, muttering under his breath.

The beings kept coming, three of them in total. Their ship was larger than I’d initially thought, but it was difficult to gauge in the wide-open hangar.

“Inside, now!” the guard shouted, pulling me away. The door to the hangar swung shut, and I watched through the viewer as the three invaders ran toward us. They were terrifying, moving faster than they should be able to. One moment they were fifty yards away, the next ten and still running toward the door. One of them hit it with a bang, and the blue lights began to flash on the wall next to us.

“Come on, come on,” I said, knowing the only way onto our ship was by this room forcing us through the decontamination cycle. “Magnus! Open the hangar. Cut the energy barrier. It’s the only way!”

“He’s right, Captain,” Dubs said, his voice as even in tone as ever.

One of the invaders was at the door, slashing at it with hands or a weapon, I couldn’t tell. The gases and air pressed against our suits, and the lights stopped.

“Prepare for airlock evacuation of Hangar Seven,” Dubs said.

“Go go go,” I whispered, wanting them to shoot the invaders out already.

The door between them and us was shaking on its hinges now, rattling with their ferocious attacks. Our guards weren’t in EVAs, and they stood at the doorway, trying to hold it closed.

“Evacuation in progress,” Dubs said at the very same moment the door tore away from us. The vacuum of space sucked at us, and I grabbed for Suma as we pulled away toward the hangar. Our guards had nothing to grip, and they were tugged away quickly. Silo was at the door, clutching the frame with a glove.

“Silo!” Suma shouted.

I fought hard to keep hold of my handhold at the edge of the room, and my feet were pulled toward the doorway, so I hung there horizontally, with Suma grasping my arm. She was trying to climb down my torso, then my legs, attempting to reach Silo.

“Suma, I can’t hold on! Stop moving! Dubs, shut it off. Are they gone?” I shouted.

“The rock and ship are gone from the hangar, but I’m picking up a lifeform still inside,” Dubs said.

“That must be us. There’s no way…” I started to say, and saw the long, thin black arm reach into the doorway and grab Silo’s arm. With a single tug, Silo went flying away with the invader, and we heard his screams through our earpieces the entire way into space.

Suma looked up at me, and I felt what she was about to do before she did it. “No,” I whispered to her, but it was too late. She let go of my leg and shot from the room, sucked out by the vacuum. I couldn’t leave them to do this alone. I thought about Jules and Mary, and closed my eyes. I had to act quickly, before Dubs shut the energy barrier again.

Suma had always been there for me. I couldn’t abandon her out there alone.

I let go.

The force of pull was tremendous, and it sent me reeling through the vacuum straight through the empty hangar, into the dark space beyond. I saw our huge ship race away from me as inertia kept me moving outwards.

“Suma! Where are you?” I asked. “Silo!”

I couldn’t see anyone, and I activated my suit’s lights, hoping to act as a beacon. The bad guys were out here too, but I didn’t have a visual on them either.

“Bridge, come in,” I said.

“Slate here, Dean. We’re picking up a life sign about a thousand feet from your position. I’m pinging it to you now. We’re sensing no response from the others,” he told me.

I checked the arm console and spun to face the location it showed. There was a blinking light, then two. Close proximity. “That’s them.” I remembered the first time I’d flown in space with nothing but an over-sized Kraski suit on. This was far less terrifying than clasping tethers to immense ships, trying to prevent them from being burned up by the sun, but dread still managed to seep through my veins as I activated the mini-thrusters built into the suit.

I started off moving slowly toward the targets and picked up speed as I went, finding the blinking lights closer and closer.

“Dean!” I heard Suma’s frantic voice call in my helmet.

“Stay tight. I’m coming!” I said.

“They have us. They’re bringing us…” Her words cut off, and I saw the black round ship that had been evacuated from the hangar a short distance away. The thin aliens were taking Silo and Suma, whose bright white suits stood out against the backdrop.

I had no weapons, nothing to fight them with, but I couldn’t let them escape. I saw one of the guards nearby, floating there, clearly dead. I flew to her side, silently hoping it had been as painless as possible, and seized her weapon, a newly-designed pulse rifle. I left her there, knowing we’d come for her body later. If there was a later.

“Dean, we can tractor-beam the ship. Move inside,” Magnus called to me from the bridge. I wondered how much of this they could see.

“Not if they cloak again. You didn’t see them coming, you won’t see them leave. I have no choice. They’re almost there,” I said, and raced forward.

The five shapes moved through space toward the round waiting vessel, and I hurried, pushing the thrusters faster than I would have liked. I raced like a torpedo toward my target, recalibrating my trajectory as I calculated the path on my arm console.

The black-clad aliens pressed my friends into their ship through the open cavity to their airlock, and I knew there was only one shot at this. The rifle clasped in my grip, I took a deep breath, and headed for the ramp as it began to close. Three things could happen here. I could miss the ship, and with it my chance to save Suma and Silo. I could be squished by the ramp, chopping me in half. Or I could enter unscathed and attempt a violent rescue. I was hoping for the third option.

The ramp was closing, like the gaping mouth of a whale, and I raced through space as the maw was about to disappear. I flicked my rear thruster, cutting the other, and went into a horizontal spin. It worked. I breached their energy barrier as the doorway sealed shut.

I rolled along the metal floor of the ramp and came to a halt as their gravity took over. The three beings were surprised to find me there, and I had the advantage. I quickly assessed the situation, finding their vessel larger than expected. The tall creatures had enough head room, and two of them each held one of my friends. The third broke out of his confused state, shouted something in another language, and rushed at me.

I fired the pulse rifle. It hit the alien in the chest, sending him flying away. But he appeared to have an energy shield on, and the blow merely deflected him.

“Stop!” Suma shouted.

The alien lay on the ground, and I aimed my rifle at him.

“Who are you?” Suma asked them. She was encouraging them to speak, to see if their language would translate. It was a good move.

They remained silent, and we were at an impasse. The two held tightly to Suma and Silo, and I noticed Suma’s boyfriend struggling to break free. I lifted a hand when his gaze met mine, letting him know to calm himself.

I tapped my arm console and whispered, “Bridge, come in.”

No reply.

“It doesn’t have to go like this,” Suma told them in Shimmali. The one on the ground stared up at me behind a black mask, its head tilting over at the woman. “Let us go, and our ship won’t destroy you. If you take us, they won’t stop until they find you, and they will seek vengeance on your entire race.” Suma shifted from diplomat to threatening force in the snap of a finger. She must have been reading the room.

The two holding the Shimmali looked at one another. Their shoulders shook vigorously, and I could tell they were laughing at Suma’s words.

One of them pulled a blade from a sheath on its thigh, and my eyes went wide. Suma must have noticed, because she dropped, quickly evading her captor’s grip. I shot the shielded alien on the floor. Three blasts were all it took to break through the protective barrier around it; the fourth killed it.

Suma shoved the one behind her away, and Silo tried to evade the long grasping arms around him, but he was too slow. The knife glowed with an unknown energy and penetrated his suit near the thigh, cutting it open. Silo rolled away, freeing himself, and I took the chance to fire at both of the aliens. Their shields shone red as my pulses hit them, and one fell face-down with a thunk, while the other raced away from the cargo room.

Suma was at Silo’s side and I ran past them, my boots clanking loudly on the hard floor. There was a high, narrow corridor here, leading to what I imagined would be the compact ship’s cockpit. I slowed, pressing against the wall as the hallway bent. The alien might be around the corner. We weren’t carrying weapons, because we’d only planned on analyzing the rock sample. I would have loved a concussion grenade or something similar right now.

“What would Slate do?” I asked myself quietly. He’d try to distract the alien and kill him, that was what he’d do. I searched for something to throw, anything, and my gaze settled on a small rectangular object across the hall.

“Here goes nothing,” I said, and crouched low to the floor. With efficient movements, I traversed the corridor, grabbing the box, chucking it as far past the hall as I could. If the alien was around the bend, hopefully, he’d turn to the sound.

I had no time to ponder this as I sprinted down the corridor, finding the tall being exactly as expected, facing my distraction. I fired at him three times, his shield fading with each pulse. When I knew the next shot would kill him, I stepped closer.

“Hands up!” I shouted. I repeated it in a Shimmali squawk, and it appeared to recognize the language. It made sense. Their race had been among the stars a lot longer than humans had.

One of the arms shot into the air, the other a split second behind. Its glowing knife flew from its hip, striking me in the right shoulder.

I almost dropped my gun but held on. I fired a pulse, and the alien went limp. Suma was at my side, holding a bloody knife in her gloved hand.

“You all right?” she asked, glancing at my shoulder, where the knife remained intact.

It stung fiercely, but I didn’t want to pull it out, not here. “I’ll be fine. How about Silo?”

“We need to make it to the ship. Let’s see if anyone else is here,” Suma said, taking the lead into the hall. I switched my grip on the pulse rifle to my left hand, carrying it awkwardly as we emerged into the cockpit.

It was empty. “Search for the communicator. My earpiece isn’t working. We need to let Horizon know we’re coming in,” I said, sitting on the high seat front and center. I scanned the controls, not having the slightest idea what to do with them.

Suma was at a wall console, tapping away. “I think that should work,” she said.

I assessed the pilot’s computer and found a throttle and a stick for steering. Seconds later, we were jerkily moving toward the Horizon, to a different hangar, one that wasn’t ripped apart.

“They returned the message,” Suma said. “I let them know we need medical attention. Dr. Nick is waiting.”

I slowed the alien vessel, wondering who the hell they were and why they’d been so quick to attack and kidnap. With any luck, all three weren’t dead, and we could find some answers, but I doubted they’d be very forthcoming, even if that was the case.

My vision was fading as blood spilled from my arm, inside and outside my EVA. I settled the ship to the floor of the hangar, nearly clipping a lander in the process. We couldn’t hear through our earpieces until we emerged from the alien vessel, onto the hangar floor.

“There are at least twenty more ships coming in our direction. I guess we’ll have a chance to test our weapons systems after all.” I heard Magnus say through my helmet. “Loweck, prepare the rail guns and pulse cannons. Slate, prepare evasive maneuvers. Dubs, keep us from hitting any damn asteroids. We’re on their turf, everyone, and I suspect they know every inch of this space.”

We were under attack.
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Alarm sounds entered the medical bay from the corridor as a nurse entered with a tray of supplies. The door slid shut, canceling the racket. Dr. Nick refused to allow the red flashing lights and klaxons in the medical areas, and I didn’t blame him. None of it was conducive to healing or concentration.

“You’re going to be fine, Dean,” Nick said. I was in a quarantined room, and Nick was covered from head to toe with a protective suit. “We don’t know what you were exposed to on their ship after your EVA was punctured, so we’re taking precautions.”

“How’s Silo?” I asked him, peering to the room across the open wing. Suma stood outside the room, observing her boyfriend as the alien doctor Arla Exter floated near him. She was a Tukkalion, one of a gas-based race who resembled balloons. She still had arms and a face, and I watched as she ran scanners over Silo’s side.

Nick’s face fell slightly, and I knew the diagnostic wasn’t going to be wonderful. “He’s going to be okay. The blade penetrated the armor and severed too many arteries. He’s losing his leg.”

I blanched but was glad Silo was still alive to tell the tale. I wanted to find out how their glowing blades had the ability to cut through our supposedly impermeable EVA suits.

“You, on the other hand, should be released in a couple of hours. The healing will be fast,” Nick told me.

“Any word on the battle?” I asked.

“Magnus told me not to bother you with it,” Nick said.

I tried to sit up, and he rested a hand on my good shoulder. “Stay put. I’ll bring your wife and daughter.”

The room had a wall behind and to my left, and the right edge flickered, turning clear. I could hear Jules talking to Mary through built-in speakers. I was the new modern version of a patient in a bubble.

“Dean, are you okay?” Mary asked, her hands pressed against the clear wall.

“I’m fine, honey.” I tried to smile, but with everything going on outside, it wasn’t easy to do.

“Papa, what happened?” Jules asked. She was on the verge of tears; I could tell by her lower lip.

“Someone surprised us, and I have an ouchie,” I said, knowing she was a little too old for that kind of baby talk. I needed to be more truthful with her. “I mean, I was stabbed by a bad guy, honey.”

“Stabbed?” she asked, shifting closer.

I pointed to my right shoulder, where the wound was already mending. Our current technology was so amazing that something like a non-lethal stab wound like this could heal in the span of hours, instead of days and weeks. “See, it’s nothing to worry about,” I explained, and Mary nodded.

“It seems we scared them off,” Mary told me.

“That easily?” I asked. It had been an hour, so a lot would have happened in that time. Sometimes a battle in space only needed minutes to determine a victor.

“They weren’t prepared for us. Nat doesn’t think they knew we were coming,” Mary told me from the other side of the barrier.

“What’s the plan?” I asked, and she shrugged.

“Bring you home and fly out of this asteroid field as quickly as we can,” Mary said.

“Did you hear about Silo?” I asked, lowering my voice.

“Yes. Suma’s playing the strong role, but I can see her crumbling a little bit. I’ve also heard they were concerned with a virus. You don’t think there was anything on that ship that might harm you, do you?” Mary asked, nodding to the quarantine detail around me.

“I sure hope not. Nick should have the scans done soon, he says. Why don’t you take Jules and distract her?” I suggested.

“I want to stay with Papa,” Jules said stubbornly.

“Sorry, honey. We need to let Daddy sleep for a while. Then he’ll come home and have dinner with us, okay?” Mary asked our daughter.

She was pouting but relented. “Okay. Don’t let any more bad guys near you,” Jules warned me, and I gave her the most authentic smile I could muster.

“I won’t,” I promised.

They left me there, and I watched as they went over to Suma’s side, Mary hugging her before whispering her support. Soon they were gone, and I drifted into sleep as the meds worked their magic.

____________

Four days later, we were still inside the asteroid field, moving as quickly as we safely could, and I watched from the rear of the bridge as Dubs swung the huge starship around, adapting as the pattern of the asteroids repositioned.

“They’re moving in unpredictable arrangements,” Dubs said.

Magnus stood, crossing the bridge to stand behind the android. “What’s that mean, unpredictable?”

Suma spoke up from her seat. “It means they’re not sticking to the flight patterns and orbits that make sense based on the system we’re in. It’s almost as if there’s an object here, disrupting their gravitational pull.”

“More invisible planets?” I asked, and Suma glanced at me, as if surprised I was on the bridge.

“I don’t think so. The asteroids are becoming closer. We’re going to have to be more careful. It’s almost like they’re forming a wall before the end of the field. As if they’re trying to prevent us from leaving,” she said.

“They? Are you personifying hunks of rock?” I asked.

“They’re more than rock. That element is quite unique. It’s almost like they have cognitive abilities. Perhaps they’re communicating with one another,” Suma suggested.

“That’s crazy,” Slate said, standing behind Suma’s station. “You’re saying the asteroids are talking to one another?”

“It’s not that far-fetched,” I said. “It’s a known fact that trees and other plants communicate with each other through fungi on their root systems, almost like a superorganism.”

“You think this asteroid field could be similar?” Magnus asked, gaze fixed on Suma, who was the bridge’s science officer.

Suma was quiet, but she tapped a finger on the helm console. “It may be possible. It would explain a lot.”

“Then how do the asteroids move? It’s not like they have thrusters,” Slate offered.

“He’s right. The rocks must have a way to do this, but off the top of my head, I don’t have any answers,” Suma admitted.

“How long until we reach the edge of the field?” Magnus asked Dubs.

“I estimate twelve hours until we reach the edge. With the current transition of trajectory on the last one hundred or so asteroids, I suspect it will be nearly impossible to pass through unhindered, Captain,” Dubs told Magnus.

Magnus rubbed his chin in thought. “Angle to bypass them, if possible. I know it’ll take longer, but we should be able to outrun some chunks of rock, right?”

“I’ll do my best,” Dubs said, and he and Suma both returned to work, trying to determine the best course to take.

“What do you think, Dean?” Magnus asked as Slate walked over with the captain.

“Me?”

“That’s who I’m asking,” Magnus said.

“I have no idea. I don’t think it was a coincidence that there are aliens in the field, in the same asteroid belt that seems to have a mind of its own. I’d have to assume the two are connected. Perhaps the aliens are controlling the rocks,” I suggested.

“That’s a good point, and one I won’t discount. Where are they? They scattered like flies, each heading in a different direction after we had our brief altercation after you returned with their ship,” Magnus said.

“Here’s an idea,” Slate said, smirking as he spoke. “These aliens only came on our ship because we brought one of their pieces of asteroid aboard.”

“Interesting,” Magnus said. “But they took Silo and Suma.”

“Silo had the core sample in his pocket. We retrieved it afterward from Dr. Exter,” Slate said. This was news to me. I’d thought the cylinder of rock was still in the device meant to read the sample’s composition. “And Silo was stabbed right near the pocket the rock was in,” he added.

“They have to be related. The aliens came when that nearly ten-foot-diameter asteroid was brought to the Horizon, then grabbed Silo when he had the sample. They perceived our actions against the asteroid field as an act of hostility?” I asked.

“It almost makes sense. And if the aliens are controlling the rocks’ trajectory, attempting to blockade us, we can expect a fight in the next twelve hours,” Magnus said. He waved Loweck over, and she listened as the captain relayed the message; her orange skin paled as he spoke of the aliens utilizing the field to their advantage.

“How do we prevent this battle?” Slate asked her.

Loweck waited a moment, and I saw the gears grinding in her intelligent mind. “If we move or turn around, they’ll likely do the same thing in all directions. No matter where we go, we’ll be funneled into a war with them. That’s my estimation,” she said.

“But there’s no guarantee of anything,” I said. “We should at least test the theory. This looming wall forming a few hours’ travel from our position could be completely random, having nothing to do with us. But I doubt it.” I stretched my shoulder out, amazed at how normal it already felt.

“Dean’s right. Dubs will work around it, and if the field blockade moves to match our trajectory, we know what we’re up against,” Magnus said.

“Or at least we’ll have an idea,” Slate said. “I have a feeling we haven’t seen the last of those round black ships. Dean, will you come with me?”

“Where are we going?” I asked him.

“We have less than half a day to figure this out, and we’re going to need all the help we can get.” He tapped the controls strapped to his right forearm and waited until we heard Rivo’s voice. “Rivo, can you meet us at the alien vessel in Hangar Five?”

“I’m on my way, Commander,” the Molariun princess said.

“What are you thinking?” I asked Slate as we exited the bridge.

“We’re going to need a surprise weapon,” he said with a wink.

____________

As expected, the planetoids did adjust their pathways, moving to intercept our departure from the field. We were an hour from approaching them, and Magnus had Dubs slow the starship, moving to the in-system thrusters at quarter speed.

“You think they’ll show?” Suma asked. The viewer was huge, taking up the entire front wall of the bridge. It acted like a window, but was in fact a wide screen, showing us feeds from zoomed-in cameras around our starship. We all observed with interest as the wall of asteroids loomed in the distance like a chain-link fence.

“There are a few spots we’d fit through, Captain, but there’s no guarantee we can emerge unscathed on the other side,” Dubs said.

“Then we wait, because I fully expect our friends are on the other side.” Magnus crossed his arms patiently.

“I’m going with Rivo,” I told them, surprising myself. It was too important to leave her alone. She needed someone to help with communications, and Magnus had vetoed my suggestion after Rivo agreed she could do it all alone.

Magnus nodded. “Your wife is going to kill me. Fine, go help her. It’s time to see what’s behind the wall.”

Slate frowned at me, and I tried to give him a sign that said “everything’s going to be okay,” but apparently, failed miserably. I ran from the bridge, heading for Hangar Five. I reached out to Rivo and told her to wait for me.

“Dean, you have to be kidding,” Rivo said through my earpiece as I folded it in place.

“Nope. Two heads are better than one.” I nodded to the guards outside the hangar, and they let me through without comment.

The alien ship sat fully functional near where I’d left it, and Rivo had spent the last few hours test-flying it outside the ship in cloaked mode. Clare had altered the ship over several days of intense calculations, and she’d added a translation code into it so we could understand how to operate it. Any communications between their ships would work in English or Molariun, if so desired. Ensign Tran had attempted numerous transmissions with them over the last seventy-two hours, but so far, there had been no reply.

Rivo lowered the ramp as I approached, and I grabbed a jumpsuit from a supply cart beside a Kraski ship one bay over. “Hope you don’t mind me tagging along,” I told her. Mary was going to kill me.

“Are you kidding? Dean Parker never gets hurt too badly. You’re a good luck charm,” she told me, smiling up at me as I entered the ship. She was only up to my chest in height, and her dark blue skin contrasted against her white jumpsuit. Clare had modified the life support to be compatible with ours, so we only brought EVAs on board in case of an emergency.

Both of us rushed to the cockpit, and Rivo took the pilot’s seat, firing the ship up and lifting it off the deck with concise movements. It was a good thing she was flying it instead of me.

“You think this will work?” she asked.

“Only one way to find out,” I told her, and the hangar doors slid open, allowing us enough room to pass through the energy barrier and into space.

The viewscreen on the alien ship was narrow, almost like a fighter jet’s, and even from here, the wall of black and dark gray planetoids and smaller asteroids was imposing. It felt like they were closer now.

There were no other alien vessels on the radar, and I wondered how they kept track of their own ships. It appeared that while cloaked, even their allies had no idea where they were. We hoped this would play to our advantage.

Understanding we weren’t visible to the naked eye or their sensors, we raced away from the Horizon. We also had ceased communication with the bridge. Something inside the ship blocked our earpiece devices, but I did have one of the tablets from Fontem’s collection in my hand. Slate held the other on the bridge, and when the time came to move, that was how we were going to relay the signal.

The asteroids grew closer as we headed toward them, but now they took up the entire viewscreen. The spaces between the rocks appeared large from the vantage point of this compact vessel, but I knew if the Horizon attempted to move through the openings, it wouldn’t be able to come out the other side in one piece. There were a few layers behind it, the asteroids stacked not only above one another, but at least three deep, making the journey even more difficult.

We measured it, and they spanned over forty thousand kilometers, making it impossible to move around before the rocks intercepted our starship. We needed to trick them.

“Approaching the field wall,” Rivo told me.

I searched for any inter-alien vessel transmissions and saw a few blips on the radar beyond the wall. “Let’s move through. I’ve mapped the safest path,” I told her, shooting the flight path to her console from mine.

Rivo cautiously flew the alien vessel through the first few asteroids, which had to be at least fifty kilometers in diameter. I searched for any visible signs of energy barriers or thrusters built into the asteroids, but didn’t see any.

Rivo slowed as a small rock moved directly in front of our ship, and headed around it, passing by another layer of the large rocks. A few minutes later, we emerged unscathed on the other side of the asteroid field. From here, there was nothing to see but stars among the blackness of space.

“Dean, where are they?” Rivo asked. We’d been expecting to intersect a large fleet of the round black ships, but there was nothing on the other side.

“They might be cloaked like we are,” I told her.

I grabbed the communication tablet and wrote a quick message to Slate. On the other side. No enemies in sight.

I waited a moment, seeing the message glow orange, indicating he’d read it. Nothing here either. Stay put.

“Dean, look.” Rivo pointed to the wall of massive asteroids, their spacing too close for a starship to pass through, but not for the incoming alien vessels. Five of them blinked out of their cloaks, exposing themselves to us.

“They can’t see us?” I asked, and Rivo shook her head.

“What are they doing?” she questioned, leaning forward in her seat as she zoomed the image in. Rivo targeted the sights on a solitary ship; the round black vessel’s nose jutted out at the cockpit, letting us differentiate the front end from the stern.

“I don’t know.” I stood closer for a more precise viewpoint. The entire ship was vibrating, and I saw the distortion now. “It looks like a pulse.”

“I think they’re… yes, watch this.” She pointed at the asteroid beside the alien vessel. “They’re moving the asteroid. That’s how the rocks are being shifted. It must be some sort of magnetic pulse. The alloy in the rocks. There’s metal in the composition, and they’re repelling the planetoids into a shape, in this case a wall, to prevent us from passing through.”

“They’re fast too. Can you figure out how to do that?” I asked, a new idea forming.

Rivo worked on the computer system, translating the commands into Molariun. We watched as more enemy vessels appeared before vibrating and piloting their own asteroids. This went on for ten minutes, but Rivo finally was confident she understood how the magnetic system worked.

“Good, bring us to an open spot. There,” I said, pointing at the radar screen. “We’ll blast a hole large enough for the Horizon to sneak through in hyperdrive.”

“I think I can manage that.” Rivo maneuvered us farther away from the prying eyes of the round ships, and toward the spot I’d selected. Here, we’d only have to move three larger planetoids, and I grabbed my communication tablet as Rivo initiated the procedure. Our ship shook, and I strapped myself into a seat on the side wall of the cockpit, struggling to write a message. Eventually, I relayed what we were doing and gave them the coordinates to set course for.

Are you sure this will work? No one up here likes the idea of using the hyperdrive through that field, Slate’s return message said.

Do it. Wait for my message. Hit engage when you see: NOW appear. Is that clear? I hit send.

Yes, Boss.

“Rivo, let’s make our path,” I said, and Rivo activated the magnetic pulses. She directed them at the large asteroid near us, sneaking in behind it first, then aiming it away. We were no longer cloaked, and already we were intercepting messages and communications pinging in from the other alien vessels. We ignored them. There wasn’t much time. If they found out what we were doing, they’d come and destroy us without thinking twice.

Our small ship pressed the first pocked rock away. It was a few kilometers in diameter and misshapen like a stepped-on cantaloupe.

“Come on, Rivo, we have to move faster. They’re coming,” I said, and she raced behind the next asteroid in line. It pressed away from our magnetic pulses, and then there was one.

I zoomed in, seeing the stationary form of Horizon waiting for my command. They’d only have one shot. I double-checked the coordinates, and when I was confident they’d work, I started to write on the tablet.

“Dean, it’s too big. It’s not moving quickly enough!” Rivo was panicking, and I noticed four uncloaked alien ships directing toward us on the radar. Angry messages carried through our speakers, and we ignored them too.

“Give it everything you can!” I shouted over the cacophony of noises.

Rivo was sweating, beads running down her thin blue neck. She let out a primal growl as the ship shook harder and faster. I saw the huge ten-kilometer-wide rock press away, our thrusters holding us in place, and I hit send. NOW.

Rivo moved out of the way, and our radar showed an icon flash by us to the other side of the asteroid field barrier.

“They did it!” I shouted, but the cheer was short-lived. We were surrounded by the deceived aliens.
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Rivo cut the magnetic pulses and flew toward the most open spot amid the enclosing ring of attackers. I glanced to the radar and saw a massive icon looming over the small alien ships.

“The Horizon,” Rivo whispered. We saw the tractor beam shoot out, and Rivo raced for the yellow light, the other ships giving chase. Pulse cannons blasted the rocks near us as they attempted to strike the small ships weaving around us.

Get ready! The message from Slate appeared on the tablet.

Rivo entered the tractor beam as a blast from behind us struck the rear edge of the ship, and seconds later, we were a few thousand kilometers away, the ship pulling out of hyperdrive.

“That was close,” I said, relaxing into my seat.

The tractor beam cut off, and Rivo, still speechless, flew us into the awaiting hangar bay. All I could hear were her adrenaline-filled breaths, and soon we landed safely on the floor.

Rivo turned in the pilot’s seat as the ship powered off. I expected her to be angry, stressed… anything but…

“That was awesome! I love going on missions with you, Dean. They’re so much fun!” she said, unstrapping herself from the chair.

I stood, feeling her embrace. “Can you keep the excitement to a minimum? My wife’s going to be angry enough at me for leaving unannounced. Let’s not let her know how fun it was,” I said, unable to muster the same joy at nearly dying as Rivo did.

She’d been through a lot. She’d come a long way since that emaciated prisoner of Lom’s robopirates. She’d lost her fiancé then, and her life path had changed since that moment. She went from being a rich princess to becoming a fighter, who was defined by more than her last name, Alnod. It helped that she was a killer pilot too.

“Fine, but wasn’t that great? I mean, we did it!” she exclaimed.

We walked over the ramp, which didn’t open all the way to the floor. One of the hinges had been damaged in the attack, and we had to climb down the last five feet.

The hangar door sprang open and Mary was there, with Slate right behind her.

She gave me a hug, and I saw the anger in her face. But she kept it in check and kissed me. “You did it!”

“Rivo did most of it,” I admitted.

“We’re free. Right on course for Mion V9. Good work, team,” Slate said with pride.

“No pursuit?” I asked.

“Not that we can see. It didn’t appear their ships had FTL anyway, so we should be in the clear. Thanks for the quick thinking, guys,” Slate said, and Rivo left with him, chatting his ear off.

Mary grabbed my arm and pulled me close. “I thought you were done with these crazy impromptu missions?”

I shrugged. “I can’t seem to help myself.”

“Let’s go. It sounds like we’re going to have a little party in the courtyard tonight. Celebrate making it through,” Mary said.

“You’re letting me off that easily?” I asked, knowing I should keep quiet on the subject.

“You did what you had to do. You always will,” she said, smiling at me.

“How are you?” I asked, motioning to the growing baby inside her.

“Great. Better than ever,” she said, and I could tell she meant the words.

____________

Months in transit on a starship can either be exhilarating or boring. I found this to change with each passing day. We found no altercations for the duration of our trek across unknown territory, and we veered clear of any planets that might have lifeforms on the surface.

The Gatekeepers continued their endeavor to research and catalog each symbol world from our expanded Crystal Map, and Jules’ birthday party went off without a hitch. The entire child population from our starship was there, except for one of the Padlog, who was off molting or doing some transformation or another.

I couldn’t believe my little girl had turned five. She was growing up before my very eyes.

We were still two months from reaching Mion V9, and Slate and I were working on our plan of attack along with Weemsa, Walo, and Rivo. We knew next to nothing about Mion V9, except that the race was long vanished from the world. The Rutelium was priority one for our starship’s mission, but my goal was finding out what happened to the shrunken world on board our vessel.

“It’s going to be hard to find anything. Do you think they may have scribbled it on a cave wall and we’ll find the reversal information free for the taking?” Walo buzzed.

“No, I doubt it will be that simple. But we’ve had far more hopeless missions, so I think we’ll be able to extrapolate what we need,” I told her.

“Magnus is dead set on the mines, so don’t expect me to be able to assist on this one, Boss,” Slate said. “We’re going to be setting up camps around the planet, testing the mines for the most potent Rutelium, as well as the densest locations. From there, we’ll set the mining robots up, and proceed with our first factory.”

“I hate that we’re leaving a contingency there,” I told him. Fifty of our crew members wouldn’t be returning with us, and that worried me.

“They all volunteered for the job, Dean,” Rivo said. Alnod Industries had supplied most of the mining equipment, and I suspected the volunteers were also being compensated for their efforts. I didn’t press the subject.

“Weemsa, you have the drones all ready? We’ll need to map this planet quickly. I want to know where their cities were located, and we’ll start our search on the most populated regions,” I said.

“This might take a while, Dean,” Rivo said.

“Magnus said the initial mine setup will take up to five months, so we’ll have at least that long. With all the Gatekeepers working on this mission at once, I’m confident we’ll have our answer in a month,” I said.

Weemsa nodded his long neck. “I agree with your conclusion. We’ll help the world, don’t you worry.”

For some reason, we’d all become attached to the small planet, sitting in the container in the center of the boardroom table. It was hard to believe the entire world was frozen in time, a tiny construct without hope, unless we were able to assist them.

“We’ll start with…” My arm console beeped, and I saw the message. Med bay. Now!

It was from Mary, and that could only mean one thing. She was having the baby.

“I have to go. Keep talking without me!” I hurried out of the room without another word, leaving them all in suspense. Slate was going to kill me. I stopped halfway down the hall and rushed back, peeking my head into the boardroom. “Mary’s having the baby!” And with that, I was off once again.

____________

“Papa, what’s his name?” Jules asked, tugging on my shirt.

I met Mary’s gaze. Her hair had been brushed, no longer matted to her forehead with sweat, and she was exhausted. No matter how advanced our health care became, some things, like childbirth, still required the same motions.

“We haven’t decided yet, Jules,” Mary told her. Our son was swaddled in a blanket, sleeping soundly in his mother’s arms.

Part of me kept thinking he’d be born with green eyes like Jules, that somehow the Iskios would still have partial control over Mary’s DNA, but when he’d first blinked them open, they were dark, no sign of glowing green to be seen. Relief had flooded me, but I thought I sensed disappointment from Jules when she learned her baby brother wasn’t different like her.

“What do you think we should name him?” I asked.

Jules contemplated this, frowning in the way she did when there was a puzzle too large to solve. I laughed, and she didn’t appear to appreciate it. “How about Riimon?”

“Riimon?” I asked. “Where did that come from?”

“It’s an old Molariun name. It’s Auntie Rivo’s grandpapa’s name,” Jules told us, crossing her arms.

“We’ll probably stick to something a little more… traditional,” Mary said. I could tell she was ready to sleep, and I scooped the baby from her arms. Mary smiled at me, and I held our child. Our family was growing, and I couldn’t have been prouder of our little unit than at this moment. We were four now, five with Maggie.

He was so light in my grasp, only six or so pounds, and drool escaped from between his lips. “I’ll settle him for a bit and take Jules for something to eat. Then maybe you can try for a few hours of sleep.”

Mary reached out and held Jules’ hand. “Sounds good. How about… Hugo?”

“Hugo.” I tested the name on my tongue and found it stuck well. “You remembered.”

“Who’s Hugo?” Jules asked.

“Hugo was your grandfather’s name. I love it,” I told her, and did.

Jules walked over to the clear bin holding her sleeping brother. “Hello, Hugo.” She touched his cheek gently. “I’m Jules. I’m going to protect you.”

For some reason, her words sent chills through my spine, but they were harmless, a promise of a big sister.

Mary’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Hugo.”

I leaned over and kissed my wife on the forehead, then the lips. She placed a warm hand on the back of my neck. “Don’t be too long.”

“I won’t,” I assured her. “Get some sleep.”

She nodded, and I took Jules’ hand, leading her out of the room and into the waiting area of the medical bay.

“Everything good?” Slate asked as he rushed over to our side.

I clapped him on the arm. “Everything’s wonderful.”

They were all there sitting patiently. Magnus and Natalia were with Dean and Patty, playing on their tablets. Jules ran over to her friend and started telling her about her baby brother Hugo, and everyone listened along, smiling and laughing.

“Hugo. Good name,” Nat said.

“Congratulations, Dean!” Suma’s snout twitched, and Silo held her hand. His face was grim, sallow and pale since the surgery, but he was recovering nicely. He was already beginning to use an artificial limb, and Suma was always at his side when she could be. I was truly beginning to like the Shimmali science officer more all the time.

“Thanks, Suma. She’s doing great, and so is baby Hugo,” I exclaimed. I watched Jules and couldn’t believe I was a father again. We were going to do this one more time. The late nights, early mornings, changing diapers, and breast-feeding. At least this time, we could do it from the comfort of our suite on the starship, which was really going to help. Last time Mary gave birth, it was on Sterona right after we’d been rescued, and we’d spent the first few months on Starbound with the Keppe.

I guess we were making a tradition of it.

“When can we see him?” Suma asked.

“Let’s go find something to eat. We’ll visit in a couple of hours,” I suggested, and we all filed out except for Nick, who shook my hand and tousled Jules’ hair, to her chagrin.

“Congratulations again, Dean. You have a wonderful family,” he told me when everyone else had left.

“Keep an eye on them for me, would you?” I asked, and he smiled, assuring me he would.

We found seating at the sit-down restaurant, an air of celebration hovering over the table. It was a great evening, and it reminded me why we’d come aboard the Horizon in the first place: to be among friends and family for the big things. It was important: more significant than most events in our lives.

I watched Jules as she interacted with Magnus’ children, and the life she exuded each time she spoke to them. She was caring and strong-willed: my daughter, through and through. She must have caught me watching her, because she averted her gaze. I noticed there was a drawing on her napkin. It was the same symbol again, the one that the Crystal Map claimed was on our starship.

Four angled lines, an oval overtop. And it hit me, slapped me in the face with the understanding. It had escaped me for months. How could I have been so stupid? Jules had basically told me flat-out what it meant, and I’d been too concerned with her odd behavior to even hear what she’d said. I wasn’t going to be that kind of father. What other things had she been trying to tell me that I’d disregarded?

Papa, we can help the tiny people. Then; I see them. They need our help.

I finally understood what she’d been talking about. The blood rushed from my face, and I stood up, staring at Jules’ bright green eyes. “Honey, that symbol is for the shrunken world, isn’t it? The one we got from Regnig’s?”

She nodded like this was old news. “Papa, that’s what I’ve been saying.”

Suma perked up, grabbing the napkin from beside Jules. “Dean. We can travel there. It’s been in front of us this whole time,” she said.


Twenty-Two

We were only a few days out of Mion V9, and a handful of us sat inside my suite, discussing the options again.

“I still vote we use the portal to travel there,” Loo-six said, her green skin darkening as she drank from her coffee cup.

“The first duo didn’t come out,” I said, tired of going over this again. The door notifier rang, and I switched the screen to see who was on the other side. Slate and Loweck stood there, grinning at each other like lovebirds. He kissed her, and I spoke into the speaker. “I can see you two. Come in.” I buzzed the entry open, and seconds later, they were inside the room. Slate’s eyes told me there was news that wouldn’t wait.

“What is it?” I asked him.

Suma cleared her throat, and Silo shifted in his place on the couch. Hugo began to cry from his baby seat beside me, and I turned it on, causing it to softly rock back and forth.

“We’re going to bond,” Slate said.

Mary entered the room from the kitchen. “What’d I miss?”

Loweck spoke before Slate could give it away again. “We’re going to bond.”

“Bond?” Mary asked, eyes meeting mine with an inquisitive look. I pointed to my ring finger, and she quickly understood. “That’s great!”

Everyone spoke at once, hugging and congratulating them. I didn’t know what bonding meant, but I suspected in Loweck’s culture, marriage wasn’t quite the same as ours. I’d have to ask Slate about it later.

Mary found some sparkling wine, and we broke out the flutes the unit had come stocked with. We hadn’t used them before.

“When’s the date?” I asked.

Loweck shook her head. “It’s a process that repeatedly layers over several years.”

“Uhm, okay. To your bonding!” I said, raising my flute in the air. We all clinked glasses and eventually settled into our conversation.

“I’m anxious to send someone there,” Loo-six said. “Datrib and EX9 were brave to volunteer, but since they didn’t return, we have to assume they were also frozen in place the moment they headed through the portal.”

“I agree. We’re close to Mion V9 now, right, Slate?” I asked.

He was staring at Loweck, grinning, and I threw a cushion at him. “You two must be a real treat to be on the bridge with.”

“Tell me about it,” Suma said under her breath, and I noticed Silo move a little closer to his girlfriend.

“Magnus may have warned me once or twice about focusing,” Slate admitted. “What was the question?”

“How close are we to our destination?” Mary asked.

“We’ll be at Mion V9 in two days. We’ve already sent our probes ahead of us, and the sensors are showing we can breathe the air, which is going to make this entire venture that much easier,” Slate said, finally becoming serious.

That was good news. “What about lifeforms? Anything?” I asked.

“Not yet, but we sent those probes a few hours after, and they’re slower to travel. We won’t know about the life readouts until a few hours before orbit. I’ll keep you all posted. I have a good feeling about this one, Boss,” Slate said.

“Yeah? Think we can pull it off?” I asked.

“For sure,” Slate said. “As if there was ever a question.”

Weemsa spoke his deep language, translating through the device on the table. “We now have a vested interest, since we’ve lost two of our Gatekeepers inside. They were brave to volunteer for the mission.”

“If what Fontem thought is true, the entire world is still teeming with life. It’s only frozen in time, much like Ableen was aboard the Collector’s ship. We’ll discover the solution and bring them out of the miniature world,” I told them with a bravado I didn’t feel. The truth was, this could be like searching for a needle in a haystack, but I kept that part to myself. I thought they all understood.

Slate kicked the coffee table as he struggled to reach for a tablet next to him. “Let me check… Yep, the initial mapping drones have sent images over.”

“Can you sync it to the screen?” I asked, pointing to the TV mounted on the wall.

“Welcome to Mion V9, everyone,” Slate said as the raw footage of the world we were nearing appeared. We already knew the Mion system had a giant yellow star centering it, with over ten planets orbiting in concentric circles.

Suma had studied everything she could about the system, and she stood now, talking to our group, relaying her finds. “Mion V9 is the fourth planet from the star. It’s also thought to be the only one with the proper setting for least the kind of life you’d expect from a thriving planet. Even though Slate says the sensors aren’t yet reporting, I fully assume we’ll find a lot of living creatures and plants when we touch ground.”

Everyone nodded along. “If it’s been thousands of years, what happened to the people that inhabited it?” Walo asked. She buzzed softly, like the wasp she resembled.

“We don’t know. We’ve seen this a few times and will certainly come across it again once we expand our foothold in the universe. Dean, Mary, Slate, and I were trapped on Sterona, where an entire race vanished without a trace. Thousands, maybe tens of thousands of years had passed since anyone had stepped foot there, until we were stranded for a few months.

“We still didn’t learn who they were after all that time,” Suma said, a wash of sadness passing over her face.

“We did learn a lot about them as a people. About their family types, their work ethic, their social constructs,” I said. “Yet we’re at a loss as to how they vanished.”

“I’d guess the lava oceans and constant lightning, but that’s just me,” Slate said from the side of the room.

“It’s possible. But we don’t know what to expect here on Mion,” Suma said, and the image from the probes moved as it passed by a small misshapen moon and into orbit. Even from this far, we could assume the planet was three-quarters land. The oceans were narrow, running east-west along the northern and southern hemispheres. It appeared almost manufactured.

“This is interesting,” Silo said. He was on the edge of his seat, a scientist witnessing the first images of a new planet. “See the way the elevation stays level from the coasts to the center of the land’s mass here?” He stood, pointing at the continent below.

We all shook our heads. “I see the rolling landscape in this region,” I said, jabbing a thumb toward the continent below.

“Papa,” Jules said from behind me. She was rubbing her eyes.

“Sorry, honey. We didn’t mean to wake you,” Mary told her.

Jules stared at the screen, watching as the drones moved through thin cloud cover. I saw the reaction then and didn’t want anyone else to notice.

I caught Mary’s gaze and frowned. “Jules, let me take you back to bed.”

“But, Papa…” Her tiny finger aimed at the lower land mass, and I scooped her up in my arms, carrying her away from the group.

“I know, Jules, but if you know something, you can’t say so in front of everyone,” I advised. I set her onto her bed. The nightlight cast a soft radiance over her room, and her eyes glowed green as she stared into my eyes.

“Why? Aren’t they our friends?” she asked.

It broke my heart. “Yes, they’re our friends, but you’re too special to me. I don’t… I don’t want anyone to know how special, okay? It can be your and my secret. And Mommy’s too.”

“What about Hugo? Can he know about me too?” she asked, on the verge of a breakdown. Her lower lip was shaking, but she was tough.

“Hugo too. Our family,” I said, patting her hand.

“Papa, I feel something,” she said.

“What is it?”

“The people we have to help…” Her gaze drifted away, staring toward the viewers showing the streaking stars as the Horizon raced through hyperdrive.

“What about them?” I asked.

“They used to live here,” she told me.

This was news, and it didn’t make sense. “The people on the shrunken planet? You think they lived here?”

“Yep.” Jules’ mood had shifted, and she was growing confident, her posture straighter and her words surer.

“What else do you know?” I pressed.

“It’s hard to say.”

“How do you know these things, honey?” I asked.

She toyed with a lock of her own hair, twisting it around a finger. “I don’t know, Papa. I see things. Pictures. I can see them frozen in one place, but I can also see them walking around on the planet.”

I tried to decipher this as best I could. If the same people were from both, then that would explain where the population of Mion V9 had disappeared to. “Did they do it to themselves?”

“I don’t know,” Jules said, sounding older than her five years.

“Do you know where we have to go to help them?” I asked.

“We need to use the portal,” she said.

“We can’t. We already tried that, and the Gatekeepers haven’t been able to return,” I said. She knew this already.

She shook her head. “There’s a way. It’s there.”

“Where? On Mion V9?” I asked, hating the fact that I felt like I was interrogating my own daughter.

“Be careful, Papa,” she said.

“Why? What do we need to be careful of?” I asked her.

“Traps,” she said.

“Traps,” I repeated. “Anything else?”

“There’s a city. Near the hills. That’s where we have to go,” she said.

“We?”

“I need to come,” she told me.

“I don’t think…” I started, but she cut me off.

“Papa, I need to help. Otherwise, they are stuck forever,” she said firmly, and in my gut, I believed her.

“We’ll talk to your mother about it,” I said. There was no way Mary was going to be on board with me bringing Jules along for a mission to the surface, leaving her and Hugo alone on the starship.

“We’ll be careful. They’ll be happy to be home,” Jules told me, and I smiled at her, tucking her in. I kissed her on the top of the head.

“I’m sure they will. Sleep tight.” I stood and watched her from the doorway as she easily floated off into sleep again, a skill only pulled off by a child.

The others were arguing about the best course of action, and I already knew. It was on the hilly continent, near the ocean, where a city would lie empty. That was where we needed to focus, and avoid whatever traps Jules had premonitions about.

Mary watched me from the corner of her eye, picking up my mood change. No one else seemed to notice. An hour or so later, the entire group left, leaving Mary and me alone with a sleeping Hugo.

“What is it?” she asked as soon as the door closed.

“Jules knows where we have to go,” I told her.

“Good, then this might not take as long as we expected,” Mary said, clearing dishes from the living room.

“There’s only one caveat.”

“What is it?”

“She says she needs to come with me,” I told Mary.

My wife set the plates on the kitchen counter and blew out a lungful of air. “Dean…”

I walked over to her and set my hands on her shoulders. “I know.”

“Dean, you can’t do this to me again.”

“I’m not sure there’s a choice,” I told her.

“There’s always a choice, but…” I could see her relenting, the way her hair fell in her eyes, the softening of her tight posture. “I trust her, and I trust you. Bring her. Help these people, and come home to your family.”

I almost wished she’d rejected the idea. I moved behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist. I kissed her ear lightly, and she turned around.

“Please be careful,” Mary said. It was beginning to be a common phrase around my home.


Twenty-Three

“That’s it,” Magnus said, patting the top of the final crate in Hangar Two. Three robots stomped over, moving the supplies with ease, setting them on the transport ships to be lowered to the mine site on the surface. “We’re set for Mion Mine One.”

“This is going well, don’t you think?” I asked the Horizon captain. He’d been beaming for the last day. His mission had been to find the Rutelium planet’s location, and almost a year after setting out, we were here, starting to build the Alliance of Worlds’ first mine. It was a monumental moment in our history.

“I wish there was a portal on this planet,” Magnus told me.

“You have one on the ship,” I said.

“But using it would mean we need to stay put here for a long time, instead of six months,” he said.

The door to the hangar opened, and Slate walked in with Loweck. They were each in uniform, and seemed as serious as ever.

“We’ve encountered a little hiccup on the surface, Captain,” Loweck said.

“What kind of hiccup?” Magnus asked.

“You know how we found Mion to be swarming with lifeforms?” Slate asked.

“Yes,” Magnus said.

“Some sort of lizard things are crawling all over our equipment. Thousands of them,” Loweck said.

“Lizards? Like the big ones at New Spero?” I asked.

Slate shook his head. “Tiny.” He wiggled his finger. “Size of your pinky.”

“What’s the problem?” Magnus asked.

“They’re everywhere. Making it hard to work,” Loweck advised.

Magnus ran his hands through his hair, and in an instant, he went from calm and pleased to frustrated and stressed. “Find out what they eat.”

“Eat?” Slate asked. “You want to ask them out on a date?”

“No, Commander. I want to find out what they eat so we can lure them away with a food source,” Magnus said.

“I’ll put Silo on it, sir.” Loweck snapped a salute, which wasn’t protocol on board the starship, turned on a heel, and left with Slate tailing after her.

“You coming to the surface with us on this final run?” Magnus asked.

“Sure. I can’t wait to see it,” I told him.

“When are you off?” he asked.

“The team’s heading for the old city tomorrow,” I answered.

“And you’re taking Jules?” Magnus was close, speaking softly.

“She seems to know what she’s doing. I don’t know how, but she’s picking something up,” I told him. Magnus was the only one I’d shared this information with so far, but I was sure Slate and Suma suspected. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be bringing a five-year-old on a potentially dangerous mission.

“Captain, we’re ready for you!” a crew member shouted from the transport vessel’s doorway.

“Let’s go see Mion V9 in all its glory,” Magnus said, leading the way to the ship.

The ship was a hauling vessel, not built for comfort, and we shared the cabin with five worker robots and ten crew members, each of whom appeared excited to be doing something different from their monotonous daily tasks aboard the starship. We sat on a bench at the side of the storage cabin, straps around our chests, and the ship shook as we moved through the planet’s atmosphere.

There were no windows, no viewer to see our location, and I closed my eyes, picturing the dark rust-colored landscape below. The land was unforgiving here: mostly rock, sand, and Rutelium, the metal alloy we were after.

We touched down twenty minutes later, and the doors sprang open. The air was musty, no plants within a hundred kilometers, but it was still clear and clean to breathe.

Magnus stepped out first, and I right after. All I could see for miles was the same hard red ground.

“Welcome to Mion,” Magnus said, hands on his hips. He was soaking it all in.

A tent was erected nearby, and I observed the land, seeing one of the lizards Loweck and Slate had warned us about. We were a couple of kilometers from the main mining site here, and robots and drones were already setting up the more permanent structures, where workers would sleep. It was a small village now, even after a single day, and the entire operation was well-planned and successful so far.

“This could change everything,” Magnus said.

“The mine?” I asked.

“Think about it. Humans are an unknown out here. We’re the people that fought the Kraski, then the Deltra, and won. But the Bhlat came and displaced us. We’re drifters now, spreading out among three worlds: Earth, New Spero, and Haven. With the Alliance of Worlds, we’re part of something larger. A group of allies, strong ones. We have our own starship, and now a revenue source. This is all the first huge step to becoming…”

“What? A powerhouse? Is that what this is all about?” I asked him, not sure I was on the same page as he was at that moment.

“No, Dean. We don’t have to be a powerhouse. That’s not what I meant. But don’t you want our people to be protected, safe finally?” Magnus asked.

“You know I do,” I told him.

Magnus walked briskly, moving along the hard surface toward the buildings going up. “Then you know that we have to have an image out here to prevent further invasions. Even the Kold might think twice now.”

“I doubt that. Not if they’re guns for hire. You know Lom of Pleva’s banks run deep. Even from beyond the grave… or time dilation… wherever he is,” I said.

“Then we’ll defeat them, and our reputation will grow again. Dean, you do realize you’re the head of everything we do, right?” he asked.

I didn’t reply, and Magnus took this as a sign to continue. “You may not believe the hype, but Regnig’s right. Whatever you touch changes. You are this Recaster he talks about. It’s so obvious. Look at everything you’ve accomplished.”

“I only wanted to help,” I said. The comment sounded so much like something Jules would say, I had to laugh at myself.

“I know. So did the rest of us. Mary, Nat, you, and me… Ray, even. In his own way,” Magnus said, bringing me straight to that fateful day in Machu Picchu.

“Why are you talking about this?” I asked.

“You seem to forget the importance of what we’re doing. Why are you here?” he asked, turning to face me.

The sky was mostly clear, and I glanced up, seeing thin wispy white clouds rolling along in a light breeze. “To be around friends and family.”

He shook his head. “No, you’re not. You’re here because we couldn’t have done any of this without you around.”

“What do you…”

“Dean, the Ghosts wouldn’t have the information from Zoober without you there. We wouldn’t have found this very planet without you. We wouldn’t have a chance to help the shrunken world without you. Hell, we wouldn’t have found Fontem’s collection or known Regnig without you. Do you understand what I’m saying?” Magnus was trying hard to remind me of my position, but at the end of the day, I wasn’t sure I bought in to the concept.

“You don’t know that none of it would have happened,” I said.

“Keep believing that, buddy. Humility’s a good color on you.” Magnus clapped a hand on his thigh and barked a laugh.

I smiled at him, glad he was done pumping me up for some unknown reason. “Jules told me the people that lived here are now on the tiny planet,” I told him as we stood watching the crew and robots configure the camp site with practiced movements.

“She did? How could she have that information?” he asked.

I’d wanted to keep that part to myself but figured I’d hidden it long enough. “She doesn’t have a clue. She just knows.”

“She’ll be okay, Dean,” Magnus told me.

“I hope so.”

“She’s a great kid. Patty thinks the world of her.”

“She loves your daughter like a sister,” I told him.

“Imagine the pair of them when they’re teenagers!” Magnus laughed again, and I joined him.

“Good thing Dean will be there to protect them,” I said.

“He’d better,” Magnus said about his son. “The kid is quiet these days, but I know he’s always thinking. He reminds me so much of his mother.”

“That’s a good thing. Better than the alternative,” I told him.

It took a moment for the jibe to register, and Magnus turned to me, frowning. “Hardy har har.”

“Captain,” a young man said, running up beside us. “We’ve managed to clear the main mine station of the lizards.”

“Good. What drew them away?” Magnus asked.

“Salt,” he said.

“Well, I’ll be damned. Who knew alien lizards liked salt?” Magnus said. “Dean, do you want a tour?”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, following them to a rover. My mind was already at tomorrow, projecting our mission in my head. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.

____________

“The Ghosts are back,” Loweck said with a smirk.

Walo, Suma, Loweck, Jules, and I were strapped onto the wall, sitting on the metal bench. Rivo paced the aisle, grabbing hold of a handle as the ship jostled us around slightly.

The team was strong, and part of me wished Slate could join us. He was heading up the second team, searching this region’s sole city for information, or clues to the previous inhabitants. Weemsa and Loo-six were with him, along with Silo and Hectal.

Mary was still in our suite, caring for Hugo, and likely trying not to think about the fact that her husband and daughter were searching an alien planet.

“Everyone good?” Rivo asked.

“Good.” I pulled the strap around Jules, ensuring it was on tightly, and she smiled at me. She was vibrating with nervous energy, and I tried to be a calming force beside her. It wasn’t easy.

“Then we go!” Rivo moved behind the pilot’s seat in the cockpit of the clunky transporter, and the ship shook as Dubs pressed us forward, moving toward our destination.

We sat quietly as we traveled to the faraway continent. I saw the stacks of weapons and armor near the exit, and wondered what we were going to encounter there. Was this worth the risk? We knew nothing about these people we were trying to save. If Jules’ assumption was correct, maybe the people of the shrunken world had done that to themselves for a reason.

“We’ve reached our destination, Captain,” Dubs said, resorting to calling me by his given moniker for me since Magnus wasn’t around.

“Take us down,” I said, playing along with the role.

A minute later, the engines rumbled off and the rear door hissed open. The air that poured in was sweet, far different from that of the acrid dry mining desert we’d started at.

“That was fun,” Jules said as Loweck helped her unstrap from the bench.

Walo buzzed as she passed me, reaching for her custom armor. She clicked the breastplate together and grabbed a pulse rifle. I joined her, adding a few pieces of protection to myself. I left my helmet off, as did the rest of the group.

Jules’ armor was so small, and I clasped it around her, surprised she didn’t complain. Her eyes danced as she watched me, her mood suddenly changed from nervous to happy. She was grinning from ear to ear, like she knew a secret we didn’t.

“What is it, honey?” I asked her quietly.

“We’re going to help them. Thank you, Papa,” Jules said, not elaborating.

“Even though the pint-sized Parker thinks this is a game, be aware that we might be stepping into danger,” Loweck said, fulfilling her role as head of security. “Armor up, secure a weapon, and be prepared for anything. Got it?”

Suma nodded, jamming her pistol into a holster on her waist. “Got it.”

Walo buzzed her assent, and Rivo stepped off the transport ship first. The sun was bright here, the sky deep blue and cloudless. I instantly felt the humidity of the coastal city, and once I had Jules out of the ship and onto the grass, I took in the view. My breath caught in my lungs as I scoped the sights. It was amazing.

We’d landed on a flat spot atop a hill at the edge of the city. From here, we could see the metropolis built into the other hills and low-lying mountains. None had sharp peaks, only the gentle curving of the rolling hills. The ocean glimmered in the sunlight beyond, large lapping waves breaking against the coast. Tiny birds flew harmoniously like a hive-mind through the air, high above, singing a song for us, or more likely alerting others of impending visitors.

The city was cut into the hills. There were no external buildings; no high rises or floating platforms, only doors and windows carved into the landscape. From here, it appeared to be a decent-sized city; not quite comparable to one of New Spero’s Terran sites, but perhaps a few hundred thousand souls would have called this home at one point.

Now nature had taken over. Trees grew out sideways from some buildings, tall grass and shrubbery filled windows and courtyards. I didn’t know where to begin.

Everyone was quietly talking to one another, pointing out different sights, and I crouched to Jules’ level. “Honey, what do you think? Do you know where to go?”

She assessed the view, scanning from left to right, and she nodded, pointing to the far end, kitty-corner to our position near the water. The largest hill resided there, and the finishings along the side of it were the most ornate: more stone and wood than the others, probably making it the oldest structure in the city. A palace, perhaps.

“Do you know what we’ll find?” I asked her, checking to make sure the others didn’t hear me.

Suma distracted them, sure of what I was doing. She pointed at the birds, and everyone watched with interest.

“I don’t know. We can find answers, I think,” Jules said. I hoped she was right. At worst, we could turn around and head to Horizon if our search party ended up coming out empty-handed. The globe-sized world could rejoin Fontem’s collection through Regnig, and the entire venture would still have been worth it. A maiden voyage for our first starship, and a successful mine for the Alliance of Worlds. It was a win-win scenario.

“We’d better start.” I stood up, directing the team’s attention. “Since the biggest and oldest hill structure is over by the water, let’s begin there.”

Dubs appeared at the ramp. “Captain, we could attempt to land nearby, but the coast is rocky and the ocean violent. According to the scanners, there are no relevant landing pads any closer than our current position. Do you wish to depart from this location?”

“Isn’t it odd that a race would build a city in a spot that didn’t accommodate ships?” Loweck asked.

“Not if they didn’t have space travel,” Suma said.

“Or they didn’t want anyone dropping in unexpectedly,” Walo offered.

“Either way, we walk from now on,” I said, starting forward. “Dubs, stay with the transporter, and be ready to retrieve us if needed. Use the drop ropes attached inside the cargo bay.”

“Yes, Captain,” the android replied.

“Let’s go,” I said, grabbing Jules’ hand. We hiked over the sloping hillside, moving toward the vacant cityscape.


Twenty-Four

“Did you hear that?” Loweck asked, her attention focused around the bend.

We all stopped, cocking our ears to listen closely. I’d heard nothing, and still didn’t.

“Must have been an animal,” Loweck admitted, and took her position in the lead. She moved with the grace of a stalking cat, holding her gun at ready all day.

“How much farther?” Walo asked. The sun glimmered off her yellow and black striped face, and beads of sweat broke through, dripping to the grass.

I wiped my own forehead and stopped, pulling water from my pack. “Here.” I passed it to Jules, who drank some, before returning it to me. I drank greedily, as did the others, as we sought shade in the shadows of one of the hillside buildings.

Suma pointed toward the ocean, which we couldn’t see from here, but could hear and smell. The whole region reminded me of crops in summer. The scent was overwhelming at times, but not in an entirely negative way. “I’d say we’re close. Another twenty minutes at most.”

Rivo sneezed and blew her nose. “Allergies,” she said.

The birds were still doing their dance in the skies, singing the day away, and I wondered when they would stop. They’d been going at it for two hours now.

“You doing okay, Jules?” I asked my daughter, and she nodded firmly.

“This is fun,” she said again, remaining positive about the heat and the long, exhausting walk.

“Fun…” Rivo muttered, and sneezed again.

“I want to see inside one of the buildings,” Suma said. She had an explorer’s mindset and the eye of a researcher. I was curious too, but we’d agreed to wend our way to the goal first, then sightsee.

The roadways between the hills were wide, made from rock like a cobblestone path. Nothing about the city made me think they were an advanced spacefaring race. There were windows on the buildings, some sort of glass, but other than that, there were no visible streetlights, no electrical boxes, no power lines.

They seemed to be far behind the cultural level of even humans, and that made their story all the more confusing. How had they lived here, then been brought to another world and shrunken? Were they herded off in an enormous transport vessel? Mion V9 didn’t have a portal stone, so there was no option to arrange a mass exodus through one of the Shandras.

I expected to uncover some answers today. Jules must have sensed how close we were, because she moved faster now, rejuvenated by the end of our journey across the city.

“Slow down, Jules,” I warned as her little legs carried her quickly around a bend and past a block. I ran after her, only to find the ground giving way beneath my daughter. I shouted at her, and she turned right as the cobblestones crumbled under her feet, opening a hole in the earth.

Instead of falling into the hole, Jules hovered there, a green glow emanating around her. She watched me with wide eyes, and I approached, plucking her and setting her to the ground. Energy thrummed around her, and the hair on my arms stood on end as the green light enveloped me.

“Quick, Jules, stop it,” I told her.

“Dean, Jules, are you okay?” Loweck’s voice carried, and I turned to see the orange woman racing toward us. When my gaze found Jules again, she was standing there as normal, no power coursing through her. “What the hell happened here?” Loweck stood cautiously at the edge of the sinkhole, peering in.

I breathed a sigh of relief. No one had seen what Jules had done. My daughter acted afraid of her newfound ability, and I raised a finger to my lips, telling her to keep it between us. She nodded, but I saw the fear in her eyes as she did so. She averted her gaze, settling it at the hole in the pathway. The others arrived seconds later, and we all hung far from the opening, worried our weight would cause it to cave in further.

“I’ll take a closer look. I’m the smallest,” Rivo said, grabbing a flashlight from her pocket. Before anyone could argue, the small blue girl crossed the stone ground and shone her light into the maw in the earth. “I think I see a room.”

Suma pointed to where Rivo was directing, and now I saw it for the first time. Our destination was only a couple of blocks away. It stood high above the other hills from this vantage point, the design so different from all the previous hillside buildings. It looked… ancient.

“What if there are underground tunnels connecting the city?” Suma asked.

“Kind of like a pedway system on Sterona, only under the surface,” I said.

Walo buzzed. “We have hives underground on Volim. It would make sense. It’s also much safer underground. Safe from predators and weather systems.”

“What else do you see, Rivo?” Loweck asked the Molariun woman.

“Not much. It’s not naturally formed, that’s for sure. There are wooden beams stabilizing the corridors. I think Suma’s right.” Rivo lowered closer to the hole, shining the flashlight farther into the opening. “This directs right toward the palace.”

“Let’s keep moving. We might need to go underground eventually, but we’ll start with the palace,” I suggested.

Jules came along slowly, and when the rest of the team was ahead of us, I lowered to talk to her face to face. “I know you’re afraid, but you’re going to be fine. What happened was an instinct, and it saved your life.”

“Papa, I’m scared,” she said.

I hugged her close, our armor breastplates clanging. “You’re going to be fine.”

“Why can’t they see me using my gifts?” Jules asked.

“I only want you to be safe, honey. Your mother and I don’t want to bring attention to you, that’s all,” I told her truthfully.

She nodded. “I am different, aren’t I?”

“You are, but in a good way,” I told her.

“Patty says I’m weird.”

My back went straight. “Why does she say that?”

“Because of my eyes and the things I can do,” Jules said.

“What does Patty see you do?” I asked, trying to sound casual. I didn’t want the entire school and ship knowing about her Iskios powers.

“Never mind. She isn’t mean about it. She wants to be like me too.” Jules stood proud at this fact.

“Patty’s fine the way she is,” I told Jules.

“I know. I told her that,” Jules said.

“Of course you did.” I leaned over, kissing the top of Jules’ brown curls. “Let’s catch up to them. You still feeling okay about this? Are we on the right track?”

Jules nodded. “I think so. I can’t feel it as strong anymore.”

“Okay.” I didn’t know what she meant by that, but we walked in silence for the last block, meeting the team at the front entrance of the palace, as we were now calling it. The hill sloped gently up at first, then straight toward the clouds. It had to be about thirty stories high in total, and the front of the building was carved out like a box. Stone steps thirty feet wide led to a large entrance, which from here was shadowed and dark.

“Nothing ominous about this at all,” I muttered under my breath.

“I’ll go first,” Loweck said, jogging up the front steps. Pieces of slate kicked off the surface behind her; the stone likely hadn’t been walked on for thousands of years. Cracks lined the stairwell, and I followed the fissure up the side of the building.

We trailed after her, me carrying Jules up the thirty or so steps until we landed at the entrance. Two immense wooden doors were sealed tightly against a rocky frame. Loweck moved for the handle, tugging on it to no avail. She wore gloves, and I noticed the wooden pull slightly crumble under her pressurized grip. Loweck was part android, which gave her an influx of strength.

“Careful. The handle wasn’t made to last this long.” As I said the words, the deteriorating wood fell to the ground with a thump. The door still sat there, devoid of a handle to enter inside.

I motioned everyone away. “If there’s one thing I learned from my good buddy Slate, it’s to shoot first and apologize later.” When they were all clear, I fired the pulse rifle, blasting a hole in the slab. I aimed and pulled the trigger again, making a large enough opening to crawl through.

Loweck grinned at me. “Slate would be so proud.”

“Let’s not waste any more time,” I said, and saw Suma had Jules at her side. We entered the palace, unsure of what we were walking into but hopeful we’d find a clue to the cure of the frozen, shrunken world.

I flicked my flashlight on and scanned the foyer, startled to see it was far more futuristic than I’d expected. The exterior of the hillside building was archaic, rustic even; but inside, the floors were a shiny white material, and computer screens were inset into walls, each of them powered off long ago. An elevator centered the room, and I walked over to it, trying to press it open.

“It’s dead too,” I told them. Whatever was meant to control this palace was no longer active, though that wasn’t much of a surprise.

“What’s the plan?” Walo asked, her big wasp eyes bouncing around the room, following her flashlight beam.

“Split up?” Rivo asked.

I shook my head, remembering too clearly what happened any time we did that. The end result was always someone being hurt or caught. “No. We stay together.” I glanced at Jules, who was walking toward the left side of the foyer. I watched as she reached a doorway, and I joined her, peering through a glass window into the corridor beyond. I shone my flashlight there, and found steps lowering into the ground.

“This might give us access to the tunnels below the city,” I said.

Jules nodded.

“Is that where we need to go?” I asked her, and her head lifted. I called for the others. “Let’s try in here. See if this leads to the tunnels.”

“Good idea. Whatever we’re looking for will likely be tucked away, not out in the open,” Suma said.

I was amazed how few questions we were hearing from the team, and realized they must all know about Jules’ premonitions and abilities. Otherwise, I’d be bombarded with queries of what we were doing here, and why. I noticed Rivo staring at Jules, and knew there was no sense in hiding it any longer. I already trusted our lives in the hands of the team, and they trusted us with theirs. Why shouldn’t they know the truth?

“Guys, I think you should know…” The building shook: a slow vibration at first, then something stronger.

“What is that?” Suma asked, and I glanced up to the rattling ceiling twenty feet above us. Dust and debris floated in the air, spreading like ash from a volcano.

“There’s something up there,” I said. When everything ceased moving, I heard the footsteps, each one jarring more stucco free from above. “Let’s move.”

“What do you think that was?” Rivo asked, her face a lighter shade of blue.

“I don’t know, but it’s big,” Loweck said.

We pushed through the corridor’s doorway, the hinges giving way after Loweck helped, and I found a latch on the other side. When we were all through, I flipped the lock with a last glance toward the foyer’s ceiling. I wanted to step away from whatever caused that shaking as quickly as possible.

Jules kept peeking over her shoulder as we took the steps lower and lower, ever descending through the ground level toward the tunnels. It didn’t take long to reach the last of the steps, which were carved out of the stone under the hilly landscape.

“Dean, it’s a dead end,” Suma said. The room was dark save our flashlight beams, and all of them settled on the collapse at the edge of the tunnel entrance.

I considered blasting through them, but it might cause more of a hazard. I couldn’t risk it. “We’ll have to turn around,” I said.

“There has to be another way,” Loweck suggested.

Walo’s gaze met mine in the dimly lit corridor. “The elevator,” she said.

“But the power’s out,” I reminded her.

Suma smiled at us. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t pry it open and rappel down the shaft.”

“Great. This is going from bad to worse,” I told her. None of this seemed like a huge deal, especially if it were only Slate, Mary, and me, but with my daughter here, it made everything more challenging. “Okay, we have no choice.”

With reluctance, we returned to the foyer and crossed the room to the elevator shaft. The sound from upstairs had ceased, and I wondered what could be living up there. Surely it was robotic; otherwise, it would have to eat and drink to survive inside the hillside palace. I really didn’t want to be attacked by a giant robot at the moment… or ever.

Loweck and Walo were already attempting to pry open the elevator doors, and once they gained a little purchase, I gave them a hand. Loweck did the majority of the heavy lifting, and soon the smooth white elevator doors spread wide, revealing an empty shaft. I was glad the elevator lift was on another floor; otherwise it would have been more difficult.

Jules stood at the edge, and she gulped deeply. I noticed her peering up toward the second floor nervously. “We’ll be okay,” I told her, but my calming words didn’t appear to help her relax.

Loweck pulled a cord on a reel from her pack and clipped it around a bannister on the other side of the foyer. I did the same, clipping it to my breastplate.

“You three stay here,” I told Walo, Rivo, and Suma. “We only have two tethers, and if…” I glanced upwards. “If anything comes after us, you’ll need to stop it.”

Walo looked ready, but Suma was clearly angry we were splitting up. “Are you taking Jules?”

In answer, I grabbed hold of my daughter, and Loweck and I stepped to the ledge of the elevator shaft. We tested the lines, making sure they were taut, and we began to slowly rappel down the smooth metallic surface toward the lower level.

It was dark, but Suma and Walo helped by shining their lights into the shaft as our hands were occupied, and two minutes later, my feet found the ground. I set Jules on her feet and unclasped my rope, Loweck doing the same.

“Thanks for the help,” I called to the three above, and Loweck and I tried to pry the doors open on the tunnel level. It didn’t budge.

“Damn it!” Loweck kicked the door, adding a slight dent to the exterior. “Whatever’s inside this underground system doesn’t want us here.”

“We could leave and make another trip with better tools and reinforcements. It really doesn’t matter if we wait another day,” I said, suddenly feeling the urge to leave this palace and city altogether. Maybe Jules, Mary, and I could take Hugo and use the portal on the Horizon to go visit Earth for a night. We hadn’t been to our home there in ages, and Hugo could be introduced to our home world. We could show him off to the Empress in Egypt and to Paul at his commune in Central Park.

“Dean, something’s happening,” Loweck said softly.

Jules was lifting her hands, and she clapped them hard, the slap echoing in the shaft. She started to pry them apart, and the doors followed suit, sliding wide.

Loweck had her pulse rifle up, and I pulled Jules aside, shielding her with my body. Nothing happened.

I spun around, using my flashlight to see beyond the open doors, revealing the stone pathway we’d expected. Nothing more.

Loweck stared at Jules, then at me, and patted my forearm. “Let’s check this out.” She lifted her head and called to the others on the main floor. “We’re in.”

I tapped my earpiece and tested it. “Suma, can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear,” she replied.

“We’re now entering the tunnel system.” I stepped through, keeping Jules behind me. She’d just used her abilities in front of Loweck, but I wasn’t upset with her. She was going with her gut instincts, and I could only trust they were correct.

The pathway was wide enough for all three of us to walk side by side in a row, Loweck on the right, Jules between us. “We’re moving through the corridor,” I told the others through my earpiece. “There’s nothing but stone all around us.” The tunnel headed in a descending pitch, and eventually, it led us to another room. This one was circular, a domed cavern, and there were five doorways leading away from it.

“Which path do we take?” Loweck asked.

Jules and I walked over to the first one, on the right of the domed room, and I saw that light from outside was cascading toward the floor. “This is where the ground fell under Jules from the surface of the city.”

Loweck nodded, and we checked the next corridor.

“Dean, the room is shaking again,” Suma’s concerned voice carried through my earpiece.

“Stay put. We’ll try to be quick,” I assured her, and even through the headphone, I heard the tearing of the door.

“Dean, it’s coming!” she shouted as the ground in the domed room bucked, sending dormant dust into the air.

“Suma!” I shouted, but she didn’t reply.

Loweck ran to the doorway leading to the palace and stood there, her pulse rifle in one hand and an energy net in the other. “If anything comes by here, I’ll trap it. You can cover me!” she shouted at me, and I grabbed Jules, setting her safely inside one of the doorways.

I knelt on the ground and held her by the shoulders, staring into her eyes. “Jules, you stay put. Papa will be right back.”

“Okay. Be careful,” she said softly, her big eyes sparkling green.

“I will,” I reaffirmed and ran away, leaving her alone in the corridor. “Anything yet?” I asked Loweck, who shook her head in return.

“Suma. Rivo. Walo, come in.” I tapped the earpiece and finally heard a voice.

“…animal… claws… Walo’s hurt…”

“What?” I asked. “What is it?”

“Coming your way…. Sorry…” The transmission went dead, and I warned Loweck.

“Something big’s coming this way,” I whispered, and we felt each of the animal’s steps as the entire corridor shook violently.

Our flashlights were aimed at the tunnel, and the moment I saw it, I wanted to turn and run. But my daughter needed my protection, so I kept my feet planted. Loweck was in front and to my left.

The creature was immense, dark brown in color, and all arms and legs. It lumbered through the tunnel, brushing against the walls and ceiling as it rushed toward us clumsily. The roar that emanated from its mouth was terrifying, and I jumped in fear.

“Hold position,” Loweck said, the energy barrier glowing in her palm. “Hold…” I heard her counting down as the monster neared. It was only twenty feet away now, and I could smell it: the pungent musty odor of a stagnant bog. Its face was droopy, like a melted candle’s side, its eyes huge and bloodshot. A wide mouth opened up to reveal sharp yellow teeth. It almost seemed shocked at finding us there, and it slowed as Loweck threw the energy barrier.

The light flashed, and I expected the barrier to hold it there, keeping us safe. Instead, it had missed. The barrier flickered brightly and failed, leaving a startled brown monster with six thick, wet arms staring at us from a short distance away.

Loweck fired the pulse rifle, and the creature shrieked as the beam hit its broad chest. She fired again, but it still lunged toward us, heavy footsteps increasing in speed as it approached. Its arrival pushed us back, and I stumbled, firing my rifle at it over and over. It kept coming.

I noticed Jules then, racing around the edge of the dome, keeping to the far wall. I wanted to shout at her to stay put, but I also didn’t want the thing noticing the small girl. I had to distract it.

The creature took another shot to the chest; the smell of burning hair filled my nostrils. Loweck tried to fire again, but one of its thick, slimy arms stretched out, swiping her weapon to the ground. She fought hard, kicking at its legs. The impact did nothing, and it struck her again, knocking her aside. I fired from my seated position, the shot going awry.

Jules was in the doorway where the creature had first emerged, and I saw the energy barrier in her tiny grip. Her eyes were open wide, a mask of terror on her face. I saw her stare at the device and, seconds later, press the activation button.

The creature moved toward Loweck, and I fired again, hitting it in a leg. Loweck kicked out, hitting it in the stomach without effect. The creature was eight feet tall, and as wide as a redwood.

It lifted two arms and smashed them toward Loweck. She barely rolled away in time, and the ground cracked open on impact. The creature shouted and tried again, while I fired at its rear, finally on my feet. It turned to face me instead, and ran toward me with a huge fist cocked.

“Papa, duck!” Jules shouted, and I listened. She threw the energy barrier at exactly the right moment, and the blue light enveloped the monster, capturing it in a powerful trap. It fell forward and into the wall before sliding to the floor in a daze.

The barrier stayed activated this time, and I rushed over to Loweck’s side. She was breathing heavily, and she rolled to her side, smiling through the pain.

“We got him?” she asked, squinting over my shoulder at the unconscious beast.

“We got him,” I said. Jules stood a distance from the giant dangerous creature and shuffled away.

“This one,” she said, pointing at the third door. She walked out of the domed room, and I called after her to wait for us while helping Loweck to her feet.

“Quite the kid you have there, Dean,” Loweck said.

“Don’t I know it.”


Twenty-Five

“Dean! Loweck!” Suma’s voice called from a distance. I stopped to wait for them, and there they came: Rivo, Walo, and Suma, all armed and ready to fight. They saw the violent creature captured in the energy barrier, and they each walked the long way around his unmoving body to reach us.

“I told you to stay up there,” I said.

“Like you can blame us for helping,” Rivo said. Walo was holding her left arm to her chest, and I saw the gash across her bicep.

“Are you guys able to continue?” Loweck asked.

“It’s not as bad as it seems. I have a patch kit,” Walo told us.

“Your grandfather would be proud of you, Walo,” I told her. It was clear that the Supreme had a strong lineage. They were night and day from the likes of Sergo. I wondered how the girl had fallen for the thief’s wiles in the first place.

“Thank you,” she said, cringing as we walked.

“Do we know where we’re going?” Suma asked. All five flashlights were casting shadows along the walls as we walked deeper underground, following the tunnels. If I wasn’t mistaken, we were moving toward the oceanside.

“Jules?” I asked.

“I can hear one of them,” Jules told me.

“Who?”

“The little people. Only here, he’s not little,” she said, and I shrugged when Loweck met my gaze.

“How much farther?” Rivo asked her.

“We’re almost there.” Jules was walking quickly, her short legs pumping toward her mission.

It was only a couple more minutes before we found an end to the tunnel, and Jules stopped abruptly, nearly causing me to bowl her over. “What is it, honey?”

“He’s inside,” she said, pointing at the dark entrance.

The place was muted, the air stale and dead. I tried to take a full breath but found I wasn’t able to.

Suma’s snout twitched unconsciously. “What is this place?”

We all stayed motionless, none willing to test the odd boundary between our corridor and the strange room beyond. Jules was sure that what we were seeking was past the doorway, but even she watched me with fear in her eyes.

“I’ll go,” I said, and Loweck nodded.

“I’ll come too,” she said. “Slate would never let me live it down if something happened to you.”

I couldn’t argue with her, because there’d be no winning that conversation. I flicked my flashlight on, but the beam didn’t work inside the room. “What kind of magic is this?” I asked.

Loweck attempted to use her light, and the beam cast out, aiming for the doorway, but it fell flat, stopping at the entrance.

“I don’t know,” Suma said. She stepped around us and pressed her hand into the room. There was no barrier, no invisible wall to speak of.

“Jules, stay here,” I warned my daughter, and she kept silent. I didn’t think she’d let me pull her through the entrance even if I wanted to.

Loweck took the first step, and I remained close. Once I moved through the opening and into the room, the feeling of dread and staleness evaporated. I craned my neck around, now finding the hallway that had led us there was dark. I thought I could see the shadows of my girl and the other team members, but I couldn’t distinguish their features.

“Let’s hurry,” Loweck said.

The room was open, rock-walled and dirt-floored. A dim light emanated from the far edge, and that was where we went.

I spotted the figure frozen in time, his hands outstretched in fear. His face was pink, his lips red, and unmoving over-sized almond-shaped eyes stared blankly toward us. His head was elongated, his limbs long and gangly. He wasn’t in a container like the victims on the Collector’s ship had been. He was static, solid, and trapped.

A device was powered up behind him. It was the size of a mouse, and a yellow glow shone around it. This was the only thing out of place in the room, besides the alien man in front of us.

Loweck crouched, picking it up. “This has to do something.”

“Be careful,” I said, but it was too late. She’d already found the off switch. The alien stumbled forward, shouting the tail end of a sentence.

His words were foreign, but my translator went to work and my earpiece relayed the message. “…can’t do this!”

I grabbed hold of the alien. His shirt was soft, a shimmering brown material. Short dirty-blond hair spiked up from his lengthy head. He noticed me and shuddered, attempting to scrabble away.

“You’re okay,” I said.

He spoke again, my translator picking up the words. “What is happening? Where is Khozal?”

I activated my speaker, conversing in English, which carried over to his language. I was surprised the program knew the Mion V9 race’s speech, since they’d been gone so long. It must have gone on to be used elsewhere in the Universe. The shared language database we had access to was very impressive.

"You’re safe,” I told him, raising my hands in the air. “Take a moment, and we’ll fill you in.”

The alien leaned against the wall, taking in Loweck. Our flashlights were now working inside the room, and I shone one toward the ceiling, giving us a little light to see by.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m Dean Parker. This is Loweck. We’re here to help,” I told him.

“Help? Where are the others? Where is Khozal? We need to stop him.”

“I don’t know who Khozal is,” I admitted. “But we can figure this out.”

He didn’t act reassured. “He’s gone mad. Khozal found a way to freeze time, and he’s trying to sell it to the highest bidder. Rumor has it, he’s also procured some sort of miniaturizing device. He’s dangerous. We must warn the Chancellor!”

It was beginning to make sense. Before I told him the reality, I wanted to hear more of the story. “Who is Khozal?”

“He’s my brother,” the man admitted.

“And who does that make you?” Loweck asked.

“Khomar.” He stood straighter, and I assumed he was somewhat of an important character in their hierarchy, like I should have been impressed by his name.

“Khomar, tell me about your brother,” I urged.

He seemed exasperated, but fit and healthy. I had no idea how long he’d been frozen like that, but we were guessing at least ten thousand years. That was a long time to sleep for.

“He’s gone mad, as I’ve stated. The Rutelium is so dangerous, but valuable. He’s worked for years, using funding from our people and our mines to create this evil technology.” Khomar frowned, his pink skin turning slightly darker.

“What do you use this Rutelium for?” Loweck asked. All we knew about the mineral was the use for powering things like drones and old space vessels’ engines. It was rarely used any longer, but the Alliance of Worlds saw the value in the resource. Otherwise, we’d never have come this far out.

“Rutelium is the lifeblood of our civilization. It powers our planet,” he said matter-of-factly.

“How so?” I asked.

He glanced around. “Come, I’ll show you,” he said, moving away from the wall. He walked out of the room rigidly, as if his body was still sore and aching, and we followed. He barked his surprise at finding a strange mix of aliens beyond the exit.

“Who are they?” Khomar asked me.

“These are my friends.” I introduced him to the team, ending with Jules. He stared at her a moment longer and shook his head.

“Where are the lights?” he asked, running his hand along the wall. It was dark, save for the flashlight beams.

“There’s no power in the city,” I told him.

He stopped, spinning to stare me in the eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I have to tell you something, Khomar,” I said.

“What is it?”

“You’ve been frozen for a while. I think your brother did it to you when you attempted to stop him from going through with his plan. He succeeded. It’s been thousands of years, and as far as we know, you’re the last of your kind on Mion V9.” I broke the news to him quickly, ripping the bandage off in a fast tug instead of drawing it out.

His expression transformed instantly, his posture failing as he stooped over. “It can’t be. My mother. My father. My love.”

Rivo whimpered beside me, and I grabbed her hand. She’d been through so much, including having her partner killed by Lom of Pleva’s robots while searching for the Shifter I’d ended up using to stop the Iskios.

“We can still help them,” I told him. “Where did your brother live?”

Khomar pointed up. “Top floor. Beside my room.”

“That’s going to be an issue. We can’t access the top floor, not without an elevator,” Suma said.

“I can power it up. The Rutelium system is designed without fail,” Khomar said, his posture more confident as he spoke.

“After thousands of years?” I asked.

“Yes. Follow me.” Khomar took off down the corridors, taking us to the circular room where the huge beast was captured. He stopped at its side. “What is he doing here?”

“It tried to kill us,” I told him.

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. That’s Barli. He’s my pet Vreek.”

“Uhm, I’m pretty sure he wanted us dead,” Walo said, showing Khomar her injured arm.

“He’s not dangerous. He must have been over-excited. Help me free him,” the alien man said.

“I’m not sure that’s such a great idea,” I told him.

“No, it’s fine. Help me,” Khomar said.

Jules was the first to act, crossing the room to grab the light barrier-emitting device. She deactivated it with the press of a button, and the creature stirred, lifting onto its tree-trunk feet. Its multiple arms flailed around, nearly knocking me over as it ran toward Khomar. I was sure the man was about to meet his fate, but instead, the monster picked him up, squeezing him tightly.

“Okay, okay, Barli. I see why you were nervous,” Khomar said.

“What is it?” I asked, recalling how pulse blasts didn’t even harm the animal.

“We used them for mining before the Chancellor passed a law to prevent the abuse of Vreeks. I took one as a pet. They never die. Can’t kill one. But they’re loyal to a fault. I suspect he feared for my safety and tried to find me when you arrived. He wouldn’t have hurt you.”

Loweck rolled her eyes. “He tried to smash me to pieces,” she said.

Khomar scoffed at her with a disbelieving glare. “I doubt it. He was playing.”

The massive Vreek ducked in the room, standing by his master’s side like a trained dog. I kept myself between Barli and my daughter.

“Let’s get this place up and running. Then take us to your brother’s quarters,” I said.

The trip took half an hour, and we emerged along the coastline to a sunny afternoon. The view was spectacular from here, the ground rocky and wet from ocean spray. Jules took my extended hand as we walked along a rough pathway leading to a tower high above the city and coast.

“The power source is here,” our guide told us.

Suma gasped as he opened the door, and we found the entire round tower, almost shaped like a lighthouse, was wrapped in coils of Rutelium. The place had the smell of metal, like a blacksmith’s shop.

Even the floor was metallic, wires and coils stacked neatly in an organized frenzy. Barli stayed outside, and I was grateful for it. He was terrifying to behold, though Jules seemed to disregard the animal already, counting it harmless.

“How does this work?” Suma asked Khomar.

“I’m no expert. We have an intricate system of wiring beneath the city, and this tower is linked to the mining fields, the nearest farther beyond the coast. It utilizes the star’s rays and stores energy, allowing us to have a never-ending power source.” Khomar crossed the floor, and we all stood watching him. I glanced up, seeing a ladder along the wall, but otherwise, there was nothing but open space up a hundred feet toward the ceiling. The whole place was wired and linked to an immense volume of the mineral this world was known for.

“How are you going to…” Suma began to ask, when Khomar bent over, grabbing two disconnected wires, each the thickness of the alien’s wrists. He smiled and pressed them together.

The room began to buzz, and Walo stepped quickly, exiting the tower in a hurry. I could feel the energy in my body, my tongue tasting like I’d licked a nine-volt battery to test the charge.

“Papa, can we help them now?” Jules asked me.

I nodded, glancing outside to see lights begin to turn on throughout the city.


Twenty-Six

“Amazing. Suma, we could power New Spero and Haven with this technology, couldn’t we?”

“They have the advantage of linking to the raw mines, but I think it’s possible,” she said. She stepped closer, whispering to me, “If we save them, returning the people to their world, then they may take objection to us stealing their resources.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What are you implying?”

“Nothing, Dean. I’m only saying that saving them may not be in the Alliance’s best interests,” Suma replied.

I shook my head. “No. We save them, then we barter. We’ll have a lot of goodwill after rescuing them. I doubt they’d disallow trade with us.”

“I agree, Dean. I was only saying there were options,” Suma said. This was a side to her I’d never seen before, and I had to admit she wasn’t wrong.

I had to be an influence on my daughter, and what would she grow up thinking of me if I turned around and left the people frozen on the tiny planet to their fate? I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, regardless of our access to a stupid mineral.

“Khomar, lead the way. Let’s see if your brother left any clues,” I told him.

In another half hour, I was riding the elevator with Suma, Jules, and Khomar. On the alien’s command, his pet ran off toward the ocean and jumped in, disappearing beneath the waves. Dubs was on standby with the ship, and the rest of the team waited outside the palace for us to return, hoping we found something useful in Khozal’s quarters.

The elevator doors spread wide, revealing a fancy foyer. Suite doors lined the circular room, and I crossed the space to see the ocean out the window. The hillside the building was formed into stood high and proud along the coastline, making this top floor the best view in the city.

Khomar pointed to the double doors beside us. “The Chancellor lives there.”

“Who is the Chancellor to you?” Suma asked.

“My uncle,” Khomar admitted. “Come, this is my brother’s.” He tapped a command on the panel, and the pocket-door rolled open.

Jules didn’t wait. Her eyes glowed brightly, and she headed straight inside, moving past the ornate furnishings, the fancy futuristic seating areas, and toward the bedroom.

“Where is she…?” Khomar began and stopped when Jules lifted a hand, making the bed float away from the ground.

Anxiety filled my guts. She’d just shown a stranger what she was capable of. I glanced at the alien, knowing I’d do anything to keep my daughter’s secret safe. My hand formed a fist, my nails digging into my palm.

“That’s it…” Khomar ran forward, grabbing a device from under the bed. “This is what he kept going on about. He said there was a way to move among a frozen timeline. I only saw it once, but this is it.” He turned to me, smiling widely. My grip loosened, and I grinned.

“How does it work?” I asked.

____________

“I don’t like it, Dean,” Magnus said. The meeting room table on the Horizon was packed with our close friends as we planned our rescue of the Scaril people. I’d had a laugh as I recalled Jules’ pronunciation of their name as Scary-eel.

“What’s not to like?” I asked. Mary sat beside me, and she fidgeted with her coffee cup.

Everyone was there. Walo, Suma, Rivo, Slate, Loweck, Weemsa, Loo-six, Magnus, Natalia, and Khomar ended off the group, sitting opposite Mary and me. Jules was absent, the kids all in classes for the day.

Magnus tapped his finger on the table. “Let me go over this again. Khozal convinced the Chancellor that the planet was under attack, so he could order an evacuation. Then he proceeded to freeze time on that world, himself finding a way to travel through the portal after everyone else was unable to move. How am I doing so far?”

I peered over at Khomar, who pursed his red lips. “I think you have it,” I told Magnus.

“Good. So this Khozal has a device that allows him to avoid being frozen like the rest of his people. He then shrinks the entire planet, using another instrument he procured by trading away a fortune of Rutelium under his people’s noses.

“Then he stores the planet away, and uses it as a threat to other nations. He’ll do the same to them if they don’t pay him X amount of credits. On the right track?” Magnus asked again.

Khomar nodded.

“Okay. No one took the bait, and then what? What happened to your brother?” he asked the alien.

“I don’t know. I wasn’t around for any of it,” he admitted. “If you recall, I was frozen too.”

Mary eyed him warily. “Conveniently frozen on Mion V9 instead of the other world.”

“I didn’t evacuate with the others. I hid, trying to stop my brother,” Khomar said.

Magnus cleared his throat. “Fine. Then you’re saying we use this device your brother had hiding under his bed and use the portal on our ship to visit the shrunken planet, which holds the entire population of the Scaril people. We’ll be able to move freely and deactivate the time-freezing instrument, bringing everyone there to life once again.”

“That pretty much sums it up,” I said.

“And you think it will work?” Natalia asked.

“It’s a gamble. But we have to try,” I told them.

“Who goes? If this tool only works around one person to prevent them from freezing, who do we send on the rescue mission?” Magnus asked.

Slate stuck his hand up. “I’ll go, Boss. I’m the most trained, and you can trust me to get the job done.”

“No. I will go,” Khomar said from across the table, his words translating through inset speakers. “They are my people, and I will rescue them.”

Mary set her cup down and leaned in. She used the console to switch the translator off, and I raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “I don’t trust him.”

“What do you mean? We saw him. He was frozen there,” Loweck told her.

“It doesn’t add up. I think he had no choice. He was stranded on his world alone when no one took his threats seriously. Mion V9 doesn’t have a portal to leave through, so he took his chances and froze himself,” Mary said.

Khomar tapped the table, speaking to us in his own language, which we couldn’t understand without the translator turned on.

I raised a finger to him, and he stopped talking.

“Why wouldn’t he take the tool Jules found, go to the shrunken world, and leave that way?” Slate asked.

“Two things,” Mary said. “Either he didn’t know it was hidden under his bed until Jules found it.”

I thought about his face when she’d exposed its location. He had appeared shocked.

Mary continued. “Or he was stuck there with no portal. Did you see a spaceship anywhere?”

“They didn’t have space travel?” Slate asked. “She’s right. I didn’t see anything at the city we investigated either.”

“What are we saying?” I asked Mary.

“Either that he is Khozal, or he’s making the entire brother angle up. It was all a ploy so someone would believe his tale when they found him frozen in time underground,” she said.

“Does that change anything?” I asked.

Magnus leaned his elbows on the table. “Dean, what do you propose we do?”

“We toss him into the brig, telling him it’s precautionary. Then I’ll go through the portal, and use the tool that prevents me from freezing in my footsteps. What do you all say?” I asked.

Mary’s face was blank, emotionless like an amazing poker player. “Finish what you started.”

I had her approval, though I knew I’d pay for offering myself once again.

“Very well. Dean, you’ll go in the morning,” Magnus said, and flipped the translator back on. “Sorry, Khozal, we had some issues with our translator.”

I instantly noticed that Magnus used the man’s hypothetical brother’s name to identify the alien across from us, but he didn’t blink an eye.

“Not a problem,” the man said.

Magnus grinned. “Loweck, throw him in the brig.”

____________

Clare clamped the device to my left forearm, over the armored EVA, and tapped her chin with a finger. “That should do the trick.”

It vibrated briefly, sending a ripple through my body as it powered up.

“From what I can tell, this is meant to protect you from whatever’s causing time to freeze on the shrunken planet’s surface. I’m sorry, Dean, but I can’t give you much else to go on. This is all foreign technology, and neither the Gatekeepers nor the Alliance have any details in our database about this sort of thing,” Clare told me.

“Neither does Regnig,” I said, glancing toward the small world. “When will we place them out there?” I pointed through the viewscreen, out toward the location Suma and the other science officers had deemed the best course of action for the planet. We couldn’t unfreeze them while the planet was tiny and nestled in a box.

“We’re ready to place it now,” Clare said. “I am concerned about a few things.”

“Like what?” Mary asked. It was only the three of us in the room now.

“Does traveling through the portal actually make you small? And if you return with people, will they continue to be small?” Clare’s concerns were warranted.

“Khozal came clean with us after a few days in the brig,” I said. “According to him, he has no way to return the world to its previous size. We’ll have to trust him that the portal will deal with the rest.”

“Clare, can we send something through to test it?” Mary asked.

She shook her head. “It has to be something living, so we could send someone else through, but you’ll encounter the same risks.”

Mary looked thoughtful. “Then it has to be you, Dean.”

I held her hand, and felt her grip go tighter. “I’ll be okay.”

The doors slid open to reveal Magnus and Slate. “Boss, you ready? We’re going to place the planet now.”

With one last glance toward it, I nodded and followed them to the bridge. Slate diverted, bringing the world in his hands to the hangar, where a drone would bring it outside our starship. This was the proper location for the planet to survive in space, given that it had a functional atmosphere in place. Clare didn’t think it was a long-term solution, not with the mass of the world so small, but she admitted it might be fine.

We’d need to evacuate everyone through the portals. Mary had notified New Haven about a potential influx of displaced refugees, and New Spero was prepared for a segment of the Scaril as well. We were as ready as we could be.

I was still in my armor as I emerged on the bridge, standing behind Magnus, and Mary and I watched as the planet was set in the exact location that had been programmed into the drone. It hung there, unmoving, and I knew it was time.

“Good luck, Dean. I knew there was a reason you came along on this ride.” Magnus beamed. “We set sail on the Horizon a year ago, and look how much we’ve done. Save the Scaril, and we might have a new Alliance partner, one with some pretty amazing ideas and technology. This will open up a lot of doors.”

I couldn’t bring myself to think about it on those terms. I simply wanted to revive the race of aliens, helping them return to the waking world they were torn from by the guile of the man we now held in our brig.

I was ready to go. “It’s time.”

Slate arrived and stuck a fist out for me to bump. “Go get ‘em, Boss,” he said, grinning at me.

“I intend to,” I told him, and left the bridge with Mary at my side. I had one more stop to make.

Jules was coloring at the table, and Natalia smiled as we approached. “Can I have a moment?” I asked the ladies, and Mary picked up Hugo, bringing him to the living room.

“Hi, Papa,” Jules said. She scribbled away on her paper.

“What are you drawing?” I asked.

She didn’t glance up but kept working. “You’re helping them, right?”

“I am. I’m going now.” I stood; my armor, while thin and strong, was too bulky to sit comfortably on a wooden chair. My helmet sat on the countertop.

“Can I come?” she asked, finally peering up at me.

“Sorry, honey. Not this time,” I told her.

“How come?”

“Because this” – I pointed at the device strapped to my arm – “only works for one person. If you went with me, you’d freeze in time like the Scaril.”

“No I wouldn’t.”

This piqued my interest. “How do you know?”

“I know.”

“How?”

She shrugged and kept drawing. “I just know.”

I leaned over, seeing what she was drawing. It was a little girl with dark pigtails, holding a hand up. She’d drawn at least a hundred tiny figures on the sheet.

“Is that you?” I asked.

“Yep. I’m helping them,” she said.

“Who?”

“The Scar…Scarl...”

“The Scaril?” I asked, and she smiled.

“Yes. Them. Can I come? I think I should go.”

____________

“Dean, have you gone insane?” Mary asked. Her arms were crossed, and she was giving me the look she saved for special occasions when I really screwed up. Which was often enough, these days.

“No. You saw the drawing. I think she may be the key to helping them. How do I know I can trust Khozal’s instructions? He could be tricking us,” I said.

Mary paced the bedroom and stopped in front of me. “Dean, when this is over, we’re going home.”

I paused, letting her words wash over me. “Which home?”

She let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know. But I can’t keep doing this anymore. We have two children to think about. It’s been great visiting with everyone and having Nick around while I was pregnant, but you aren’t able to keep your nose out of everything here. I thought you were asked to be an innocent bystander and let other people deal with the dangerous stuff.” She stopped and rubbed her temple. “Never mind. I forget who I’m talking to sometimes.”

“I know, Mary…”

“They all see you as this reverent man, a hero and a figurehead for all that we’re working towards, but I…” She stepped closer, her palm finding my cheek. “I see you as a man, my husband, and father to our children. And I don’t want anything to happen to you. If you keep going like this, one day you’re not coming home to us, and I don’t know what I’d do if that happened.”

I let it all sink in, and leaned in, resting my forehead on hers. “Then we’ll go home.”

“Good.”

We didn’t decide which planet that was going to be. I suspected she’d want to be on Haven for the time being, but I was leaning toward my childhood farm for a while. Jules and Mary could ride the horses, and Hugo and I could walk Maggie through the fields, smelling the fresh crops at harvest time.

I opened my eyes, remembering I had an important task to do. “Bring Jules,” Mary said.

“Are you sure?”

“She did find the tool under the bed. Khozal hadn’t even known it was there. It’s the only way to make sure he isn’t tricking you. How does she know these things?” Mary asked, her eyes blinking too quickly, the way they moved when she was nervous.

“I’m not sure, but I suspect she’ll be able to explain it someday. I’ll go tell her. And don’t worry, she’ll be in the armored suit the whole time. And if she does become afflicted with the time freezing, I’ll find whatever’s stopping everyone from moving, shut it off as planned anyway, and bring her home along with the Scaril, okay?”

“Okay,” Mary said.

“Jules!” I called. “Get ready. You’re coming with me.”


Twenty-Seven

Horizon’s portal room was dim when we entered, the symbols and lighting illuminating as Jules and I stepped foot inside. Jules was quiet and contemplative as we neared the portal table. The stone glowed bright green, matching my daughter’s eyes.

She stared up at me, her face a blank slate of emotion, and I forced a smile. “You ready?”

“Ready,” she said in a small voice, and I found the symbol we needed to travel to the shrunken world. Four lines at an angle, with the oval overlaid above.

I made sure the device on my forearm was working and pressed the icon. White light filled my vision, and for a split second, I expected a pause in the transition. Maybe another not-Dean from the future would visit me, but the ambiance faded as always, revealing an alien Shandra room.

Instantly, I noticed the two Gatekeepers we’d sent there a few months ago to investigate. They were frozen in time, and I pulled Jules close at the sight. An invisible bubble extended from the device strapped to my arm, and since Jules was so small, she was easily able to stay within the effervescence.

Jules reached for the huge Keppe Gatekeeper beside her, and I pulled her arm back. “Honey, don’t touch anything and stay with me, like we discussed before we left. Okay?”

“Yes, Papa,” she replied.

There were a few others in the room, each frozen in their footsteps. I walked over to an alien of a type I’d never seen. It was furry, striped like a tiger; thick claw-edged paws ended powerful arms. Its face was paused in a roar.

“Papa, who are they?”

“I think they came here through the portal, maybe at random, and were frozen, never to return home,” I said quietly. My voice sounded too loud in the room, and I finally beheld the space, seeing the structure, not just the paused people inside. The walls were high, heavy with dark wood design elements. The floor was made of hardwood; the entire place had a sort of eighteen hundreds colonial feeling to it.

I wanted to talk to the Gatekeepers, to let them know we were here and they’d be okay, but when I stepped in front of them, there was no indication they’d have any idea we existed. Their eyes were blank, a blue film glazing over their entire bodies. Even inside my bubble, they stayed frozen, so this protective device I was armed with didn’t have the power to reverse their predicament after all. I’d been hoping to recover these two and send them home to the Horizon.

Khozal had admitted there was an instrument causing the time freezing and gave us the approximate location, which should only be a few kilometers from the portal. I really wasn’t expecting too much of a hassle reaching it, since all biological life on the tiny world was paused in time.

“Are we shrunken?” Jules asked while stretching her arms forward and staring at her hands.

I’d been trying not to think about the fact that we were on the planet now hovering in space just outside the Horizon, two tiny specks on the world. It was too much to consider.

“Let’s not worry about that, honey,” I told Jules, and she shrugged it off like only a small child could do. She wasn’t familiar with the existential dread that came with being an adult yet, and for that, I was grateful.

The Shandra room was only a hundred feet deep, and I led Jules to the exit: two double doors that opened as I pressed through them, swinging with a squeak on long-unused hinges.

I was surprised to find us entering into an open courtyard, instead of an underground corridor like most portal rooms led to. There were a few of the Scaril nearby, with long limbs, squat torsos, and elongated heads. There had to be two hundred of them under the vast blue sky, each appearing angered and distraught.

“Were they running for the portal?” Jules asked.

“I think so.”

“But they didn’t make it,” she said.

“No. They didn’t make it.”

“How long have they been here?” she asked.

“We’re not sure. A long time.”

“Which way?” She spun around, searching the courtyard.

It was cool out, the few trees gathered in the center of the stone courtyard were bereft of leaves, and I guessed they were perpetually frozen in late autumn. Did the seasons still transpire here, or was the entire planet on pause? I tried to listen for movement, wind, clouds, and when I noticed nothing of the sort, I established that the device had paused the entire planet: weather, plants, animals, and all.

“According to Khozal, it’s…” I pointed to the end of the courtyard, past a huddle of trapped Scaril, and toward the horizon. “That way.”

Jules scrunched up her face and pursed her lips in thought. “Papa, I think he’s lying to you.”

“Do you?” I asked, not shocked by her revelation. This was the reason I’d brought her with me. If I’d suspected Khozal was being straightforward with us, I’d have left Jules safely at home with her mother.

“Yes. He’s a bad man, a big fat liar.”

“Okay, so what do you think we need to do?” I asked her.

Jules paused before tugging on my EVA sleeve. She looked so small and helpless in her armored suit, only coming up to my hips. “I can feel the power.”

“What power?”

“The thing that’s making all these people stuck,” she told me.

“Where is it?” I asked.

“It’s in the water,” she told me.

“The water? Like an ocean?” I asked.

She nodded. “It’s far away, Papa.”

“Great…” I didn’t know what far away was to my daughter. “How far? Can we walk there?”

“We don’t have to,” Jules said.

“Why?”

She didn’t finish. I was whisked off the ground, shrouded in a basking green light. The glow originated from Jules, extending in a sphere ten feet wide. We both lifted away from the courtyard, higher and higher, until we were well above the treeline.

“How are you doing this?” I asked, my voice louder than it needed to be.

Jules hovered in front of me, the green light brighter directly over her armored EVA suit. “I wanted to.”

It reminded me too much of her mother as the Iskios had possessed her. I’d fought with Not-Mary in an epic battle that I thought might kill me, but Jules was clearly still herself, with no sign that any of the evil race were left lingering in her. She’d gained their powers from being carried by her mother inside their cocoon of energy, and now she was utilizing the skills. I couldn’t blame her or be upset with her, but I was still afraid for her.

“You know where to go?” I asked as we began moving forward, heading toward a distant body of water. It glimmered far away, and Jules took us faster and faster until the ground streaked below us.

“As the crow flies,” I mumbled, but Jules didn’t react to my random observation.

Even from our position a hundred yards above the ground, I could see more of the Scaril people. There were residences here. It must have been someone’s planet before Khozal tricked them into moving from Mion V9, but I didn’t see anyone but the transplanted race below.

The cityscape was far less advanced than most of the planets I’d laid eyes on. The layout had a haphazard, crude appearance to it, with long single-story buildings scattered about, rough paths through grassy fields connecting them.

I stayed quiet as Jules led us in her elevating energy bubble, ever closer to the ocean. The entire trip took only twenty minutes, and it was obvious Jules was concentrating hard the entire time. She slowed us as we neared the water, and held up a hand.

“Papa, the thing that’s hurting the Scary-eel people is there,” she told me, and I had to laugh at her mispronunciation of the alien name.

We were directly above the water, and she lowered us slowly, until we hovered above the frozen waves. The water didn’t move; a cresting wave emerged from the dark depths, locked eternally in time along with the rest of the planet.

“Does your bubble work under water?” I asked Jules.

She turned to me with saucer-plate eyes. “I think so.”

“Do you want to try?” I asked her. We’d come this far, and if the device was below, we didn’t have much of a choice. I’d rather go with her inside the Iskios-fueled bubble than attempt to swim in this heavy EVA suit.

“I’m scared.”

“Why, honey?”

“I don’t like the water,” she admitted.

I glanced to the ocean, and then to the coast, which was about half a kilometer back the way we’d come. “I know you don’t.” We kept meaning to take her for swimming lessons and had tried when she was about three years old, but after spending a full year at my old farmhouse on Earth, then the last year on the Horizon, we’d let it slip from our minds.

“I don’t need to try,” she told me.

I set my gloved hands on her small shoulders. “Jules, we’re in a suit that’s safe for traveling through space. Even if your bubble fails, we’ll be okay. And I’m here with you.”

She frowned and gave me a quick nod of her head. “Okay. We can do it. What will happen to the Scary-eel?”

“The Scaril will unfreeze, and we’ll bring them home to Mion V9,” I told her.

This made her smile. “That’s good. I think they want to go home. I want to go home too.”

This took me aback. “What do you mean? To see Mom and Hugo?”

“No. I want to go home to Haven,” Jules said.

“To Haven? To the apartment?” I asked.

“Yes. I miss it there,” she said.

“I didn’t know. How come you never told us?” I asked her, realizing this wasn’t the ideal time to be discussing our future living arrangements.

“I don’t know. You and Mom seem happy on Horizon.”

“But what about Patty… and your school?” I asked.

“Patty and Dean want to go to the Academy too.”

It was a strange conversation to be having while we floated on the time-frozen planet, directly above the ocean. “You want to go to the Gatekeepers’ Academy?” This wasn’t news to me. Of course we’d always thought she might want to be part of the school, but not at such a young age. The others were starting at around ten years old, but that varied with the race. Some races developed sooner than others, with one having fully-matured people within two years. The conditions were skewed because of the variety of students we had coming to Haven.

“I do. I want to be a Gatekeeper. I want to be like you,” Jules said proudly. I saw a glimmer of happiness and excitement in her eyes, and it worried me, as did the glowing orb surrounding us. How could I let my baby girl go to a school where she was so different from everyone? Would she be used for her abilities, or perhaps ostracized by the other students?

“Then we’ll talk to Mom about it when we see her.” I pointed below us. “But first, we need to save the Scaril people. Can we do that?”

Jules eyed the water suspiciously and lifted us up higher. She started to wave her thin arm in the air, me behind her in our floating orb, watching with interest. I thought I heard her mumbling something as the water began to move. She was creating a whirlpool, breaking the still water from its lock in time as she did so. Her power emanated from her fingers and through the orb, toward the surface, where the ocean spun in circles over and over, growing stronger and wider with each passing rotation.

“You’re not going under?” I asked her loudly over the increasing noise below.

“I don’t like water,” she said, as if this explained her actions.

Instead of going below to locate the device hidden in the depths of the ocean, she was pulling it up to her. I had to give her credit for such a brilliant idea. I wouldn’t have thought that way.

Jules stiffened, her arm moving faster and faster, the water frothing now from the expended energy. The whirlpool was a hundred feet across, then two hundred, and growing exponentially.

This kept on for another five minutes, and by this time, the rotating water was a mile wide, and I noticed the bottom of the ocean floor peeking through the center of the maw. Jules turned to me, her eyes dim now, but she smiled eagerly.

“There it is, Papa!” she exclaimed, and began to lower us toward the water. We breached where the surface had been a few minutes ago, now finding nothing but open air as we traveled into the middle of the whirlpool.

Jules’ body began to go slack, and I caught her. She was heavy in the armor suit, but I leveled her off. “Jules, are you okay?”

“I don’t know. I feel weird.”

“Maybe we should go up,” I suggested. We were so close; the device was a metal box the size of a plumber’s toolbox, and it was only twenty feet below us.

“It’s right there. We need to help them,” Jules told me as she kept lowering us.

Our feet planted on the rocky ocean bed, and I reached for the device. I leaned over Jules and checked her, seeing a brief smile as she touched the prize. Then her eyes went dark, the glow visibly absent for the first time in her life, and everything faded around us.

The green orb surrounding us dissipated, and the whirlpool angrily shook as her power over the water suddenly stopped controlling the ocean.

She’d deactivated this section of the world’s time-freezing with her powers, and there was no turning it off again. Instead, I knew what I had to do. I had to turn this metal box off at all costs, to free the Scaril and our Gatekeepers trapped in the portal room. Jules fell to the rocks, her armored EVA clanging against the hard surface. I’d comfort her in a second.

The shiny box was unmarked on the sides and top, so I flipped it over, finding a screen on the underside. I couldn’t read it, so I triggered my helmet’s translation display. The alien language scrolled across my facemask and translated into English.

I had to move quickly. The whirlpool was still spinning around us from its built-up dynamic energy, but the walls were shrinking at an increasing pace.

I tapped the screen on the time-freezing unit and found what I was searching for. The deactivation screen prompted me for a code, using alien numbers. I had no idea what to do.

“Jules, we need to go. Can you lift us out of here?” I asked my daughter, who was groggily drifting into consciousness beside me.

“We have to help.” She stretched her arm up and past my waist, pressing five symbols on the device’s screen. It hummed to life, vibrating heavily now.

“Is it done?” I asked her.

“It’s off,” Jules said, her voice so small and helpless.

“Let’s leave here,” I told her, grabbing the device in my arms. We needed to bring this with us. We’d have to store it somewhere safe, out of the clutches of our enemies. I considered bringing it to Earth through my portal, to my hidden collection of tools. No one would find it there.

Jules grasped my arm. “Papa.”

“What is it?” I glanced around at the incoming waves nervously.

“I can’t get us out.”

I scanned her eyes, seeing they were totally dark green; still no glow. “You used up everything you had. We’re going to have to brace ourselves,” I told her.

“I’m scared. I don’t like the water,” she said.

The whirlpool was closing. Water surged toward us from all directions, until it had encased us standing at the bottom of the ocean, surrounded by it. We were out of time.

“I know, honey, but we have no choice!” I had to yell now, the ferocity of the incoming water overtaking my voice.

Jules screamed as it washed over us, but I knew she’d be safe in her armored EVA suit. She held my arm, and I cradled the device as we were tugged from the rocky ocean bottom, ripped in a circle with the momentum of the water.

Jules’ grip lessened, and the last thing I saw before she was torn from my arm was her tear-filled eyes, and a silent scream from her open mouth.


Twenty-Eight

I was still moving away from Jules’ last position, and I dropped the inactive metal device.

“Jules, come in,” I said into my earpiece, but I couldn’t see much through the frothy water. I tried to focus on my arm console controls, and found the radar. I pressed it, and the area appeared on my HUD, showing me where Jules had gone in the form of a blinking orange icon.

“Papa!” she called out to me. Her voice was strained, scared.

“I’m coming for you,” I told her, and was about to begin moving for her when I noticed other icons appearing on the radar. The orange one identifying Jules was embedded into her suit, but these new icons were lifeforms my short-range scanner picked up. There were half a dozen of them, and they were moving toward my daughter.

“Jules, do you see anything?” I shouted. I was hoping they were maybe birds of some kind, high about the ocean but somehow showing on my sensors. This map was 2D, and I couldn’t tell depths with it.

“Water!” she answered.

Good. That meant…

Her voice dropped to a near whisper. “Papa, there’s something here with me.”

The six icons were blinking near her orange marker in my HUD. I had to hurry. I triggered the thrusters and guided myself toward her, through the still-surging water. Jules had been tugged away from the spinning whirlpool, and I broke free from the clutches of the spiraling water, moving for my trapped little girl.

“Jules, I’m almost there,” I said. The water was still murky, but the farther I moved from the whirlpool, the clearer it became. I finally saw her small form, sunk from the suit’s weight to the bottom of the ocean.

The creatures surrounding her were huge. I had to slow to grasp what I was seeing. They were kraken from Scandinavian folklore. Gigantic eyes stared forward; eight arms greedily outstretched toward Jules. She was still as a stone as they inched closer to her, their combined tentacles resembling something out of a horror movie.

I looked closer, using my HUD zoom feature for a better view. I instantly regretted it as I saw the immense mouths, with double layers of sharp pointed teeth. Everything about the creatures was menacing, and I knew they hadn’t arrived to make friends.

I knew there were some worlds where underwater creatures were intelligent and friendly to other races, even cephalopods like these beings, but these were angry, water churning as their tentacles thrashed in excitement at finding easy prey at the bottom of the ocean.

We’d reanimated them along with the rest of the life on this planet when we shut off the device that I’d dropped to come save Jules. They appeared to be hungry.

One grasped her leg as I waited, watching, and it began to pull her toward it. I shouted out, and saw her attempt to use her Iskios powers to stop it. Nothing happened.

“Help me!” she shouted through my earpiece, and I raced through the water as another tentacle swung around her waist, jerking her in the other direction. The first Kraken shook fiercely as Jules became the prize at the middle of a tug-of-war contest.

“Your armor is strong. They won’t penetrate it, honey,” I said, pulling my pulse pistol from its position clamped on my thigh. My thrusters were propelling me straight toward the monsters, and I slowed the energy feed, momentum keeping me on target. I shot the tentacle wrapped around Jules’ leg, and it lurched away.

I was only ten feet from Jules now, and her petrified gaze met mine. I shot the other tentacle around her waist, but the monster kept its grip. I fired again, and it only pulled her away faster.

I had to switch tactics. I shot at the large bulbous body and head of the kraken, and tugged my cutting torch free from my pack. It started up under water with ease, and I jutted forward, my thrusters sending me directly at Jules as she was being ripped through the water. The other five creatures were following along, hoping for a piece of the two food sources now in their vicinity.

I grabbed Jules and swung the cutting torch past her, slicing through the tentacle. An ink-black blood oozed out, and more tentacles sought purchase on my daughter. I swung the torch like a wild lumberjack hacking a massive tree. Pieces of flesh and blood filled the area around us, and Jules stayed utterly silent the entire time. When no more tentacles came for us, I began to aim at their bodies with the pulse pistol, until all six of them finally swam away, sensing the prey had become the hunter.

I stood on the rocky bottom of the ocean, panting heavily, and Jules hugged me tightly, her sobs carrying through my earpiece.

“It’s okay. You’re okay,” I ran my hand over her helmet, knowing she couldn’t feel it. It didn’t matter. We’d come to unfreeze time on the Scaril’s new planet, and we’d accomplished it.

I held her close as I returned to find the device unscathed in the rocks. I clipped it to my suit and used my thrusters to find the coastline, away from the water and the dangers lurking within it.

____________

“Are you sure the powers will return?” Mary asked me from across the living room. My hands were around a cup of coffee, and I felt every year of my age as I stood there.

“No. Maybe she drained them completely,” I said, unsure if I was a bad father for hoping her powers were done with.

“And would that make you happy?” Mary asked.

“Wouldn’t you be happy too?”

“No. Dean, Jules is the girl she is because of her abilities. Do you really want to strip her of her identity?”

I set the cup down, sliding beside my wife on the couch. “Do you think that’s all she is? She’s more than her Iskios powers, and you know it.”

“I agree, but…”

“Let’s not speculate and have an argument about it, okay? We’ll wait it out and see if they return,” I told Mary, and her slight smile told me she agreed.

“The Scaril continue to be afraid. And we have good and bad news,” Mary said.

“What’s that?”

“Khozal says he doesn’t have any means to return the world to its rightful size. That means the planet will stay the size of a globe forever,” Mary said.

“But it’s not frozen any longer, at least. Can they survive on the world?” I asked.

“Suma and Silo claim it will be fine. Some of the Scaril are even choosing to remain there. They want nothing to do with their old lives; the mines of Rutelium caused too much friction, and they seek a simpler life,” Mary said.

When Jules and I had emerged from the water, we’d hiked to the nearest pathway, leading to the edge of the settlement. Most of the Scaril had only been there for a week or so before Khozal had frozen them in motion, so they were still in disarray. Most of them had no clue they’d been stuck in time at all.

They’d been very surprised to find Jules and me trudging onto the path, water dripping from our EVAs. We had their language programmed into our translators, so I’d been able to tell them we weren’t a danger, and I’d advised them a contingent from our ship would be there shortly to talk to them about their future. I’d been exhausted, and Jules needed to get out of that armored suit and home where she belonged. The Scaril had been accepting of this, and I knew they’d be shocked when they found out so many years had passed since they’d set foot on the now shrunken planet. Mary had been on the diplomatic team sent along with Suma and Magnus to talk with the Scaril.

“What about the mines?” I asked her.

“The Scaril still technically own the mines on Mion V9, but that’s only because Magnus and the Alliance of Worlds aren’t aggressively staking their claim. The Scaril leaders have opted to work out a partnership, and at the end of the day, I imagine they’ll join our Alliance. I wouldn’t be surprised to see some of the Scaril at our Academy and on Haven in the near future. They seem like they’re ready to spread their wings a bit,” Mary said.

“That’s good. Magnus happy with everything?” I asked.

Mary grinned. “He’s very happy. We have a source of income from the mine partnership. We take over the operations at the two main sites, since the Scaril ceased production a long time ago when the demand faltered. They take a twenty percent cut, and everyone’s thrilled with the deal.”

“What about Khozal?” I asked, recalling the traitor to his own people.

“We’ve relinquished him to the Scaril leaders.”

I cringed. I suspected the man’s ending wasn’t going to be a pretty one, but in my eyes, he deserved whatever the Scaril thought necessary punishment. He’d almost ended an entire race. He was a terrible person; greed had consumed him.

“What now?” I asked.

“We have a few options, Dean.” The baby cried, and I lifted a hand, letting Mary know I’d take care of it.

I left the living room, heading for little Hugo’s crib. He was flailing his tiny arms, and I picked him up, cradling him against my neck. His sobs subsided, and I went to the kitchen to prepare a bottle. I set him in his rocking chair and turned it on, soothing him as I prepared the milk.

“What are the options?” I finally asked Mary.

“We can stay this return trip out, spend some more time with our loved ones. It’s going to be a few months, almost eight, to reach home. Hugo will be nearly a year old by the time we’re on Haven,” Mary said.

“Jules wants to go to the Academy,” I said.

Mary’s face showed a hint of astonishment, which disappeared quickly. “I shouldn’t be surprised. What if her powers are extinguished?”

“Then she attends like every other kid,” I replied.

“You think she’s going to be ready for school like that?” Mary asked.

“I do. You should see her out there, Mary. She’s confident for the most part, but she still has her fears.” I thought about her face as the water had enveloped us.

“Then it’s settled?” Mary asked.

I set Hugo on me, holding him up with one arm and grasping the bottle with the other. He clamped on to it contently, his gurgles letting me know he was happy with the midnight snack.

“Stay here with the crew, make Haven our home for the time being, and place Jules in the Academy,” I said.

“Right. I like it. Have you spoken to Magnus about this yet?”

I shook my head. “No. Jules claims Patty and Dean want to attend as well. It could be good for everyone,” I said.

“I think it will be. Dean?” Mary’s eyes glimmered, and her hand found my knee.

“Yes?”

“Thank you for listening to her. And for being you.”

I laughed lightly. “It’s all I know how to be.”

____________

The meeting room was jam-packed with our crew and the top five Scaril leaders. The Chancellor, Khozal’s uncle, was an imposing man. His cranium was longer than the others’, his small pink face scrunched up to continuously appear angry. His arms were thicker than most of the others’, his belly flat. He wore finely woven robes, and a much smaller woman stood at his side, eyeing us with interest.

Everyone on our team was uniformed, even me and Jules, in Gatekeepers’ attire. Jules’ eyes were still dark green, no longer glowing, and she claimed her powers were gone. I expected her to be more upset about it, but she was taking it with a grain of salt. I was so proud of the way she was handling herself.

Slate stood beside Loweck, and he flashed me a grin. Magnus was standing at the end of the table, Natalia and his children with him.

The Chancellor spoke with a slow cadence, and his words echoed through the translator, coming out in English. “You’ve done us a huge favor, Horizon, and we are forever indebted to you. We happily sign the declaration of partnership and are thrilled to join your Alliance of Worlds.” His long fingers extended to the digital screen, where he added a thumbprint beside Magnus’. The pact was set, and the room erupted into applause. The Scaril with the Chancellor were startled by the clapping, but seconds later understood its meaning and joined in.

Magnus stood up straighter. “We’re happy to have you on our side, Chancellor Khamin.”

“And we to be on yours. We will also accept your gracious offer of taking up residence on this Haven you speak of. We have ten families ready for departure on your word. Thank you for the opportunity. For too long we have sat in isolation on Mion V9. When my nephew claimed destruction was upon us, we were too quick to believe him,” Chancellor Khamin said.

I noticed no one asked what had happened to the treasonous Khozal. They didn’t have to.

“If we’re done with the formal part, let’s move to the courtyard and continue the celebration,” Magnus said, and people began funneling out of the room. Everyone was in such high spirits, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel the same way. I could sense the impending battle with the Kold targeting to Haven and was even more worried than before. We now understood the human-like race was working for Lom of Pleva’s people, and that had me on edge.

I’d sent Lom into the future, but twenty years wasn’t so far ahead. I glanced at Jules and realized that four of those years had already passed. Jules would be a woman when he slipped into our timeline, and I had to find a way to prepare for his arrival. She needed to be ready. We all did.

I knew Lom was going to be vengeful. He would be freshly angry from the defeat, thrust into a future where his foothold might be affected by the passing of two decades.

“Dean, are you coming?” Mary’s voice broke me from the reverie, and I noticed the room was all but emptied out.

“Sure. I’m coming,” I told her.

“Karo’s here with Ableen and the kids. They’re waiting for us in the courtyard with the others,” Mary said, but I only half-heard her. Lom was fresh on my mind, and I was sure the threat the Kold brought with them was coming to Haven and our Academy sooner rather than later. With the ground shield plans stolen from Garo Alnod’s home on Bazarn Five, I could almost sense their plan of attack.

“Come on, Papa,” Jules grabbed my hand and tugged me along.

Mary was ahead; Hugo remained at the suite with the Nanny-Bot. “Jules, I wanted to tell you that your mother and I have discussed it, and we think you should go to the Gatekeepers’ Academy next year.”

Her eyes sprang open, and the smile she passed on was infectious. She jumped into my arms. “Thank you! Thank you!”

“I didn’t expect you to be so excited,” I laughed.

“It’s going to be hard work, honey,” Mary told her daughter.

“I know. I’m ready for it. I can’t wait. Is Patty coming too?” Jules asked.

“We’re not sure yet,” I told her.

She didn’t press us as we walked into the open courtyard, which was as full as I’d ever seen it. Everyone was laughing and eating. The Scaril were scattered throughout the space, talking amongst one another and with groups of our crew. It was a great sight to witness. This was what being members of the Alliance of Worlds was all about. Sharing stories, offering protection, working unanimously on technology and ideas.

I spotted Walo along at the edge of the room, and I let Mary know I’d be right back.

“Everything good, Walo?” I asked the Padlog woman.

“I know it’s senseless, but I miss Sergo,” she admitted.

I wanted to tell her that was insane but bit my tongue. “You’re better off without him, Walo. You know why?”

“Why?”

“Because you’re a strong and great asset to any team. And Sergo only cares about one person.”

“Himself,” she said, nodding solemnly.

“Exactly. Are you going to stay on the Horizon?” I asked. This was a common topic at the moment. With our big mission out of the way, the mines established, the Scaril returned home safely, we were about to depart on the journey home. Many of the crew had only wanted to join for the inaugural endeavor, but many were signing on for longer. Magnus had no idea what the next adventure would entail for the starship, but he was ready to captain it there.

“I am. It’s been a pleasure working here, and I’ve made a lot of good friends,” she told me.

“I’m glad to hear it,” I told her.

“What about you?” she asked.

“We’re heading to Haven and staying put for a while. Setting some roots for the family,” I said, and heard a light squawk from behind me.

I turned to find Suma standing with Silo sidled up to her arm. “Dean Parker, settling down? I’ll believe it when I see it,” she told me with a laugh.

I shrugged. “You know me all too well. I have to make an attempt, don’t I?”

“We’ll be close, then, because I’ve agreed to teach at the Academy next year.” Suma beamed as she said it. Silo shifted on his feet, clearly still getting used to his prosthetic leg. He grimaced, and I suspected there was some drama behind the decision for her to take a teaching gig.

“That’s great. Then you may have a special student in your class, because Jules is going to be attending next year,” I told them.

Suma’s snout wagged in delight. “I can’t wait. Let me go find her and tell her I’ll be her professor.”

I watched Suma walk off, and instantly noticed Karo beside the water feature. He was holding two of his children, and he lifted a hand when his gaze met mine. It was so nice to be celebrating, and I didn’t even notice Jules was absent from her mother’s side when Mary came with me to talk to the recently arrived guests.

Hectal was across the room, chatting to one of the Gatekeepers, and I waved at him. He stuck a fist in the air and nodded at me.

Slate and Loweck saw us heading for Karo and Ableen, and set a course to join. I found a tray with empty wine glasses and picked it up, grabbing a bottle of red as well, moving for the table beside the Theos. It was a great night, and I pushed the worry of the future away for the time being.

Magnus and Natalia saw our group forming and came over, and soon it was the entire club of us, chatting and having a reunion while everyone else enjoyed the respite before the return journey to Haven.

I couldn’t have been happier at that moment.


Epilogue

Jules

The room was too bright suddenly, and Jules felt her powers trying to push through her barrier again. She didn’t let them. Papa and Mom were watching her too closely, and she knew it was best to keep her eyes this color. She saw the way his mouth turned when they glowed, and how Mom’s eyebrows formed a frown when she noticed Jules using her abilities.

They didn’t think Jules could control them, and maybe they were right. Jules closed her eyes and recalled the feeling of helplessness as her powers failed her, when she and her father stood amidst the whirlpool a few days ago. She’d felt like a husk of a human, a child without a soul, and it terrified her almost as much as the creatures that had attacked her shortly after.

But Papa had saved her; he always did and always would. She’d keep secret the fact that her abilities remained, because she knew it was better for their family that way. She’d stop using them, at least when anyone was around. It would be her little secret, but she knew she’d be able to help people should they need assistance. She’d be like her Papa that way, and her Mom too. They were always thinking of others first, and Jules wanted to act like them more than anything.

Next year, she’d be going to the Gatekeepers’ Academy, and she’d be six years old. She really hoped Patty would be there with her, because she couldn’t imagine doing anything without her best friend, even if the girl only wanted to play with dolls and watch movies. She’d teach Patty to be adventurous, and they’d grow up in the Academy. Jules had it all planned out.

The party was thriving around her, and she had to keep moving around so she didn’t get trampled. No one seemed to see her there as they all ate and drank. The scent of so many people in one area threatened to overtake Jules for a moment before she let a trickle of her abilities out to muffle her nose’s ability to smell. She covered her eyes so no one could notice the slight glow, and in that instant, she felt the raw hatred emerge from someone in the room with them.

She nearly stumbled in shock and stepped to the edge of the room, pressing her back against the stone wall by the water feature. Jules scanned the room, searching for the source of the anger. This person wanted to destroy everything about the Alliance and the Academy. She could feel the intent so clearly, and then it was gone in a flash.

Jules turned away, hiding her face, and let more of her power out slowly, determined to learn who it was that exuded so much hostility. The source was dead. Nothing but the steady thrum of chatter and the clinking of glasses filled the courtyard, and Jules cut the power off again.

If she told her parents about the feeling, they’d know she still had the abilities. If she didn’t, something bad might happen. She decided to make it her mission to find out, because she had an edge on everyone else. She was only a kid, and as she wandered through the room, she was reminded of how invisible she was to the adults around her.

The End
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One

“To the stars,” Rivo whispered into the mic, and the massive screen beyond the dais displayed her father’s grave-pod shooting outward from orbit, into the deep darkness of space.

The entire congregation stood and applauded, most with visible tears streaming down their faces. Some alien races didn’t cry as we did; others released various smells and sounds as their bodies sought a way to release their anguish as they said farewell to Bazarn Five’s leader and founder.

It was hard to believe Garo Alnod was dead. He had been such a powerful man in life, and standing among the three thousand attendees at his funeral, it felt like he was even larger in death.

We were standing on the edges of the Duup mountains, the local ten-foot-tall Duupa all gathered below the valley chanting a sad song from their homeland, amplifying the emotions of the crowd. The sun was high, indicating the middle of the day, and I wiped a bead of sweat from my forehead.

The image on the screen cut to one of the peaks of the Duup range here in the middle of Bazarn, and a drone hovered around the top of the mountain, revealing a carving of Garo’s likeness in the stone. His face was so lifelike, his expression spot-on. Mary sobbed beside me as the image hung there, allowing the gathered attendees to gaze upon the tribute to their lost benefactor.

Rivo cleared her throat, garnering our attention. She appeared so tiny up there on the stage, all alone on the rocky platform with nothing but a screen behind her. She stood up taller and blinked before speaking. “My father was a great man, and I want to thank the Duupa for honoring him in this way. These mountains were transplanted here from their home planet, for them to carve him into the peak…” She faltered and covered her face with a tiny blue hand before continuing. “I’m speechless. Thank you. And thank you, everyone, for attending. Father would have been thrilled to see so many friends all in one place.

“With that being said, please enjoy each other’s company for the next few hours while we celebrate the memory of Garo Alnod.” Rivo stepped away, and I noticed her mother waiting for her at the edge of the stage.

The ceremonies were over, and I stretched, scanning the open area for people I knew.

“Papa.” Jules tapped me on the arm, keeping her voice low. “Why did they send him off in space like that?”

I peered at my daughter and suppressed a smile. She was growing up so fast, already eight years old. Her head came to my chest now, and I imagined she’d be as tall as her mother in another three years.

“That’s their custom, honey,” I told her.

Mary pulled Jules close, and she kissed our daughter’s head. Jules’ dark curls were extra wavy today, and Mary had braided both of their hair to mitigate the humidity. “It’s like how we bury our loved ones when they pass.”

“That’s gross. I like the space thing better,” Jules said with a glimmer in her eyes. They were green but dim, no longer glowing. Not since the vortex three years ago. I knew Jules was upset about losing her powers, but she’d taken it far better than I’d expected. Now it was almost like she’d never had them.

“I’m hungry,” a small voice said from my other side. Hugo sat in his chair, arms crossed, teeth clenched.

“You’re always hungry, Hugo,” I told my son.

He grinned at this. “Where’s Slate? He eats lots.”

Mary rolled her eyes. This was my wonderful family.

The crowd around us was thinning out as people moved toward the edge of the natural stone outcropping in the side of the Duup Peaks. The sun radiated over the entire area, bringing with it a looming thunderstorm: one predicted by the humidity hours before, then cracked open as the air began to cool in the evening. We’d be in the hotel by then.

“Speak of the devil,” I whispered as I caught the familiar spiky blond hair of my good friend, Zeke Campbell. Loweck was trailing beside him, and he was making a path through the crowd of people, moving toward us.

“Devil?” Hugo asked, eyes wide.

“Never mind. It’s Slate!” Mary covered for me, giving me a rebuking stare.

I shrugged as the two approached.

“Quite the procession, hey, boss?” Slate stood tall, glancing around as if he were nervous about something.

“You okay?” I asked him.

Loweck set a hand on Slate’s forearm and answered for him. “He’s worried about security. This event has garnered a lot of attention, and we know Lom’s people are ever-present.”

“Any sign of trouble?” I asked.

“Nothing yet.” Slate tapped an earpiece, as if listening for updates. “There are a hundred vessels defending Bazarn in and out of orbit, and the portals are on lockdown. It doesn’t seem like anything went wrong.”

I searched the funeral attendees, wondering if any of them might be working for Lom, conspiring with the Kold to destroy our Gatekeepers’ Academy. Three years, and Haven had remained at peace. It was almost worse not being attacked than expecting it every day of your life. Maybe that was part of their plan. Maybe they weren’t ever going to attack. Only time would tell.

“Shall we?” Mary asked, motioning toward the now-empty pathway leading to the food and beverages.

“That’s where the others are,” Slate said, nodding to the long lines.

“Did you see Karo?” I asked.

“You bet. The rest are there too.”

Mary and I had arrived a day before everyone else, and I hadn’t seen them since we were on Haven. Magnus and Natalia had been away on another mission for the Alliance, but we held monthly meetings, alternating between Horizon and Haven, using the starship’s portal to easily visit one another.

We passed a row of grieving Molariuns, and I stopped, telling them I was sorry for their loss, then moved on, finding our friends all sitting around two tables, pushed together.

“The Parkers are here,” Ableen said with a soft smile on her face.

I glanced around, seeing so many familiar faces. Clare and Nick were side by side, the doctor pecking away at some sort of crumb cake.

Hello, Dean.

I searched for the source of the thought, and found Regnig waddling over to us.

“Regnig!” Jules shouted, wrapping her arms around the small bird-man. He flapped a couple of times and shook his head when she let him go.

Regnig’s tongue flicked out of his beak. Miss Parker, a pleasure to see you again.

“I’m sorry you lost your good friend, Regnig,” I told him.

We all knew it was coming. I was able to spend some time with him at the end. I also received quite specific instructions from him.

“What were they? If you can share,” I asked.

Regnig peered around, and I noticed the shift in the depth of his thoughts, meaning he was directing only me in this conversation. I’m to move the library.

I kept my voice quiet. “Move it? Where?”

He suggested I collaborate with you on the task, but he thinks that Haven might be the best spot. With Bazarn being such a target, he considered that having the library at the fingertips of the Alliance of Worlds capital might be advantageous to his allies. Regnig gave me what could only be passed off as a grin.

“That’s great, but I’m not sure Haven is any less dangerous. You remember the Kold, and Lom’s people wanting to destroy the Academy,” I whispered.

Regnig nodded. I do, but it’s been three years since their attack. If they were planning an invasion, I suspect it would have happened by now. Think about it.

“You’d be leaving the only home you’ve known for hundreds of years,” I told him.

Yes, but perhaps it would be good for me to… His clawed hands stretched out. Stretch my wings a little bit, before I too expire.

Moving the fabled library to Haven. It would be so great to have access to the materials there, and to have Regnig closer to us. He was a wonderful friend and an unparalleled resource for the Alliance. “We’ll speak more about this before we leave.”

Mary had sat at the edge of the table, talking with Natalia, Ableen, and Suma. Karo stood near the opposite end, and I waved at him. Magnus was there with Silo and Sarlun, and I noticed Leonard had made the trek as well.

“Gents. Why is it that no matter what the social setting, the men and women always separate and hold their own conversations?” I asked them.

Sarlun shook my hand, gripping it tightly. “Because no matter the race or event, we’re drawn to social norms, I suppose.”

“Good to see you all. Karo, where are the kids?” I asked him, and he searched around.

“Dean, I have no idea. They’re here somewhere. You know how kids are,” he said.

I saw Hugo tailing after Jules, who’d found her best friend, Patty. Magnus’ son Dean was talking with a young Molariun girl, his hair falling over his eyes as he stared at the ground.

“How have you been?” I asked Silo, and he shifted on his feet. His prosthetic leg made a slight whir and hiss as he moved.

“I’m doing well, Dean. I’m really enjoying my stint on the Horizon,” he said.

“And he’s doing a hell of a job too,” Magnus barked, clapping the Shimmali man on his shoulder.

“Thanks, Captain.”

“You’ve earned it, son,” Magnus told him. I noticed Sarlun’s gaze linger on Silo, and instantly knew Suma’s father approved of his daughter’s partner.

“Dean, how have the kids been behaving?” Magnus asked me.

Patty and Dean had been living with us for the last couple years during the school semesters, heading to their suite on the Horizon for the weekends each week.

“You know how they are. Patty and Jules are thick as thieves, and Dean is…” I started as Magnus cut me off.

“Mopey, depressed, sullen?” Magnus counted them on his fingers.

“Yeah, those.”

“I’m trying to figure the kid out, but he’s so quiet. I don’t know why he won’t talk to me about it,” Magnus said.

A massive Duupa lumbered over, carrying a tray of drinks and snacks in her huge grip. “Refreshments?” she said in a deep, rumbling voice.

“Thank you,” Slate said. “Can you leave the tray?” It had to have at least twenty drinks and five plates of food.

“Of course.” She set the food and drinks on the table and walked off.

“Everyone, help yourselves,” Slate called to the group, and soon we were all chatting, remembering the man that was Garo Alnod. Without him, I’d never have rescued Mary from the Iskios, and for that, I’d forever be grateful.

Time moved on, and the crowd thinned with each passing hour, until there was no one left but our group. As the sun set beyond the peaks, Rivo arrived alone. I noticed a few Molariun guards standing a hundred meters behind her, but she sat with us and reached for a full wine glass, drinking it in two large gulps.

“How are you holding up, Rivo?” Mary asked her.

“Considering today, not too bad.” Rivo found the bottle of wine in the center of the table and refilled the glass. She appeared exhausted, her blue skin pale, her posture slouching.

“How’s your mother?” I asked.

“She’s doing okay. She misses him,” Rivo said. “The last few years have been hard on her, harder than on me. I was off gallivanting around the universe on the Horizon while he was on his deathbed. What was I thinking?”

Natalia leaned forward and grabbed her hand. “You were thinking that you needed to live too. He knew how much you loved him. He wanted you to be out there, exploring space and being the best version of yourself.”

Rivo’s chin fell to her chest, but the gesture didn’t last long. She lifted her head, sitting up straight. “Either way, I don’t have time to wallow in self-pity. I spent the last two hours in a meeting with lawyers and stakeholders. I’m officially the head of Alnod Industries now.”

I’d known this was coming, but there were a few gasps of surprise from the others. Some of them had probably suspected Garo’s wife would take charge of the board, or one of his long-time employees; not the strong-willed pilot who loved adventure more than meetings.

“Congratulations, Rivo!” I said excitedly. Her eyes lit up at the words, and everyone else chimed in with their versions of praise for the new title.

“I take it this means you won’t be returning to the starship with us?” Magnus asked her.

“That’s right. I have too much to do, too many things to learn.” Rivo squinted at her full cup and set it down, some red liquid spilling to the stone table’s surface. “Guys, can I do this?” Her words were soft, unsure of themselves.

“If anyone can carry the Alnod scepter, it’s you,” Suma told her friend from across the table.

“Thanks. That means a lot. Thank you all for coming. Father would have loved this.” Rivo’s gaze lingered away, as if she was focusing on a star in the distance. I knew she loved to be in a spaceship far more than to be grounded, stuck behind a desk making financial decisions, but she’d grow into the role. Maybe even learn to love and accept the task.

Jules and Patty sat beside one another at the edge of the table, chatting about who knows what. The two kids were always together, conspiring about some topic of the moment. I wished I could sneak inside Jules’ head every now and then. She was so open with me in a lot of ways, but I sensed there was a part of her that was closed off to Mary and me.

Hugo dozed beside me on the bench, his head resting on my thigh. I set a hand on his chest and gently roused him. “Time to go to bed, buddy.”

Jules’ head snapped up, and I noticed her staring behind us, toward the Peaks hotel. Mary didn’t notice, but I was sure something was afoot with my daughter.


Two

Jules felt the urgency rise within her. She’d grown accustomed to this sort of thing over the years, and with her powers all but lowered to a trickle, only the strongest sensations could break through her barrier.

“What is it?” Patty asked, her head close to Jules’.

“I don’t know. Someone’s in danger.” Jules craned her neck and noticed Papa staring at her. Did he know? Could he tell she still had her Iskios-gifted powers? She didn’t think so… no, he was just an over-concerned parent. She didn’t suspect that would change any time soon.

She heard him telling Hugo it was time to go to bed, and excitement rolled through her veins. The danger she felt was emanating from their hotel. Maybe she could help them.

“Are you girls ready to pull your heads from the sand?” Magnus asked them, standing with outstretched arms as if he’d been sitting there for weeks, not hours.

Jules never wanted to be that old. Her parents and their friends were always grunting and groaning at the simplest of tasks. She didn’t understand why everything was such an effort.

“We weren’t in the sand,” Patty said, and Jules rolled her eyes. Her friend was nine and quite pretty, but sometimes she wasn’t the brightest star in the galaxy. Jules didn’t care, though. Patty was her best friend and always would be.

Patty smiled at her, a knowing grin that meant she was game with helping Jules when their parents went to bed. It had become a bit of a trend, and now that Patty was staying with them during the school year while they attended the Academy, they were able to do so many fun things.

Last week, they’d saved a dog from being eaten by one of those terrible bears with the ugly faces on Haven. It had wandered too close to the city, and when Jules had heard about it from her mom, she’d decided to venture out and make sure it made its way home.

When she and Patty had arrived in the dead of night, a dog was barking, stuck under a heavy paw. That one had been simple. Jules had removed her barrier, lifted the bear from the puppy, and sent a switch of air across its bottom. It had worked like a charm. Patty had laughed for an hour at the look on the animal’s face as it scurried away, and luckily, the dog hadn’t been hurt.

Jules wondered what Papa would think if he knew what she was up to. Part of her thought he was fully aware, and that he let her loose to help people, because it was what he would do if he was gifted with powers. Her dad didn’t need powers to be a hero, though, and she loved him even more for it.

“Jules, let’s get a move on,” Papa said, and she hopped up on command, snapping a salute at him.

“Enough with that nonsense. What were you two talking about?” he asked her as they began walking away from the platform, heading for the hotel half a kilometer away.

“Kid stuff,” she said. She hated lying to him, but in a sense, it was kid stuff, since it was about her and Patty.

“What kind of kid stuff?” he asked.

“You wouldn’t be interested,” Jules told him.

“Try me,” Papa said, one eyebrow lifted high.

“Dean, can you take Hugo?” her mom asked, and Jules breathed a sigh of relief as her dad ventured away, leaving her and Patty alone.

She wasn’t sure what had gotten into him. He wasn’t usually so interested in her and Patty’s conversations. Mostly they were about school and their homework. Jules had been studying hard, memorizing the symbols for the portals, and each Alliance of Worlds planet’s history.

She knew the portals already but had to feign through the work. The second she’d unleashed her powers through the Shandra network on Karo’s world, the entire Crystal Map was emblazoned in her mind, never to dim, even when she closed off the feed of power.

Everyone around her chatted as they walked, but Jules hung back, trying to find the source of the feeling that had broken through her barrier. She stopped, pretending to tie her shoelace as they neared the hotel entrance, and let her gift through, only enough to make her eyes glow ever-so-slightly.

Tree roots. Musty. Wood. The smell of iron. Sticky. The senses rushed into her, and she fought to keep from falling over. She cut the power feed instantly, and seconds later, Papa was at her side, his warm hand resting on her shoulder.

“Honey, are you okay?” he asked, his voice protective as always.

“I’m fine. My shoelace…” She saw she wasn’t wearing any laces. “I’m tired, I guess.”

He held her hand, and even though she thought she was too old to be coddled, the imagery she’d been bombarded with had left her feeling scared and hollow. Something bad had happened here, or was going to happen.

They said their goodnights, and Jules hung to the side, giving Patty a last wave before they all went their separate ways. Patty’s brother Dean glanced at her and gave her a small smile as he left, leaving Jules alone in the hall with her family.

“That was a long day,” her mom said. “Everyone ready for bed?”

Papa unlocked the door to their massive suite, and Jules ran inside, moving for her bedroom. Hugo was sharing a room with her. Each of them had their own twin bed, and she wished for a moment that she could have some time to herself. She plunked onto her bed and pulled her shoes off.

Everywhere she went these days, Hugo was right there on her tail. He was obsessed with her. Mom came into her room, her little brother zonked out in her arms. She set Hugo down and prepared him for bed, all while he slept soundly. He might be annoying, but he was her brother, and Jules loved him dearly.

“Jules, are you doing okay? You seem a little off,” her mom said, sitting beside her on the bed. The room was cozy, wooden furniture accenting the carved mountain walls. The drapes hung wide, the lights of the Duupa village in the valley illuminating in the dark night sky. It was beautiful. Jules had a longing to travel there and see how the giant race lived on Bazarn Five.

“I’m fine, Mom. I’m going to miss Rivo,” she said.

“Rivo’s been on Horizon for the last two years while you were at the Academy. Not much will change,” Mom said.

Jules clenched her fists. “That’s not true. We used to see her. We’d go there in the portal and visit. Now she’ll be too busy for us.”

“Is that really what this is about?” her mom asked.

She wanted to tell her mom about the feelings, the images of death and the smells she’d been assaulted with… but she couldn’t. She didn’t want them to know about her powers. Not yet. “I don’t know.”

“This is the first funeral you’ve been to,” Mom said.

Jules shook her head. “No, it’s not.”

“I suppose you’re right, but it’s the first where you really knew the person who’d died. I’m sorry, but there will be more throughout your life, honey. No one likes it, but it’s a sad part of reality.”

“Not you and Papa, though?” she asked, tears threatening to burst from her eyes. She couldn’t stand to think of her parents leaving her.

Her mom shook her head and leaned in, kissing her on the forehead. Her lips were warm and comforting. “Not anytime soon. You won’t have to worry about that.”

Not anytime soon. Jules knew what that meant. She pushed the concern away, and decided she was too old to be such a baby. “Good. I’ll get ready for bed, okay?”

“Dad will come tuck you in.” Her mom sneaked a glance at Hugo and left through the door, leaving it open just a crack.

Jules went to her closet and changed from her dress into some dark tights and a long-sleeved hooded sweatshirt. She threw on a pair of warm socks and clambered into bed, pulling the blankets tight to her neck. She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself. She needed to trick her dad into thinking she was sleeping.

She heard the door open; his familiar footsteps neared her bedside. They diverted, and she knew he was saying goodnight to her slumbering brother before coming to see her. It was his nightly routine. Usually, he read to them, but today was a special day, and they’d stayed up far past their bedtimes.

“Jules?” Papa asked from beside her.

She slowly released the barrier to her powers, leaving her eyes closed. She knew that if she opened her eyelids, they’d be glowing a soft green ambiance, so she kept them firmly shut. She willed him to think she was sleeping, and to feel more tired himself.

He yawned loudly and set a hand on her foot before standing up and leaving the room. She hated deceiving him and playing tricks on his mind, but she knew there was no other way. Something bad was going to happen, and she needed to prevent it.

The second she was about to flip the powers off, she saw another series of images. The Peaks on fire. Screaming Duupa. Hugo wailing, fat tears falling over his red cheeks. Her father…

Jules closed the powers off, sealing them tightly away. The feeling that her Papa was dead filled her gut, and she suppressed a shudder. That hadn’t happened. Not yet. She could stop it.

Jules waited until the quiet, muffled voices of her parents ceased to meander through the doorway, and eventually, she saw the lights go off in the hallway. She lay impatiently for another five minutes before tossing the covers to the side. She slipped on her black runners and moved to the window. They were on the second floor, but she wasn’t worried about that. The pane slid open easily, sending cool mountain air into the room.

She took a deep breath and braced herself for the onslaught of torment. Her eyes glowed brightly, her body reveling in the power she finally dripped out to it. Now she wasn’t bombarded by dreadful smells and sights, only the fresh night air.

Jules climbed out the window, her feet landing on the stone ledge that ran alongside the entire second story of the hotel. Patty was next door, and Jules crouched, sticking close to the wall as she moved for the next suite.

She stopped, peered into the window, and saw the light was on. Uncle Magnus was inside, sitting up in bed. He was speaking with Auntie Natalia, and she was laughing as he talked. Jules sent a thought forward: Don’t see me. She moved quickly, arriving at the next window.

The ledge was only a foot wide, but her feet had a solid purchase on the old rock exterior. Patty was dressed, standing at the window. To Jules’ surprise, so was her brother Dean. The window opened, and the older boy spoke first.

“I don’t know what you two are up to, but I’m coming with you,” he said.

Jules glared at Patty, who shrugged helplessly. “He wouldn’t go to sleep.”

Jules considered using her gifts to force him to stay behind, but she met his eyes: dark blue and so serious. She couldn’t deny the boy this. “Fine. We need to leave. I think I know where we have to go.”

The two of them scaled the dresser and wound their way to the ledge. Patty looked to the ground, releasing a stifled scream through her lips, and Dean quickly clasped his hand over his sister’s mouth.

“Patty, it’s only one story. Relax,” Dean said through his teeth.

“Come on. This way.” Jules waved them forward, and they moved to the edge of the hotel. It was intricately carved, allowing plenty of footholds. She could have used her powers to lower them, but she didn’t want to show Dean her entire hand. Jules didn’t know if he was aware of her abilities or not. The fewer people that knew, the better, and as far as Jules was aware, the list only included Patty.

Jules made it to the ground first, Dean right behind her. Patty moved slowly, and her brother helped her down the last section.

Jules tried to remember the images and scanned the premises. There were lights surrounding the property, but they were dim, the moonlight brighter than the lamps. The sky was so clear tonight, and millions of pinpricks from distant stars painted the black expanse above them. The incoming storm had skipped by them.

“Which way?” Dean asked, snapping her attention to the task at hand.

Jules pointed along the edge of the hotel. The place was cut into the top of the mountain, and they moved across the edge of the carved section toward a crude door about thirty meters from the main hotel. She pressed against the curve of the stone, the others with her following suit as she scanned the grounds for any sign of people. From here, she could make out the entrance of the hotel and saw two immense Duupa ready to greet any newcomers.

They chatted, their low gravelly voices carrying to Jules’ hidden position in the quiet night. She knew their destination had trees and dirt, and she spotted the shadowy forms in the distance.

“Over there.” Jules pointed beyond the hotel grounds to the downslope of the peak. No one said a word as they jogged, and soon the ground went from smooth carved stone, for the pleasure of the hotel guests, to sharp and rocky, with pebbles threatening you to slip and hurt yourself. Patty jostled once, nearly tumbling down the hillside, and Jules used her powers to urge a barrier up, forcing Patty to her feet.

Dean didn’t appear to notice, and they ran until they reached the treed copse. The air smelled different here. It went from sterile and clean to musky: one of the scents from her vision. The ground was damp in the late-night air, and insects chirped all around them, their song a constant drone in the otherwise silent region.

“What are we doing here?” Dean asked.

Jules realized he hadn’t even asked what they were doing; he’d just come along blindly. She’d need to explain something to him.

“I think there’s something bad over here. I saw it earlier. From the funeral,” Jules said.

“That’s impossible… you couldn’t see…” Dean’s mouth dropped, and Jules cursed herself. She noticed her glowing eyes in the reflection of the boy’s eyes. “You still have them.”

Jules let out a frustrated sigh, but before she could answer, Patty chimed in, “Of course she does, silly. Why do you think you keep catching me sneaking in with her on Haven?”

“I thought you two were going to play with a cat or something,” Dean said.

“A cat? We’re helping people!” Patty said, standing straighter.

“Why are you hiding it? Wait, do your parents not know?” Dean asked, and Jules’ stomach sank.

She shook her head. “And I’d like to keep it that way. Come on. We have to stop this.”

“Stop what?” he asked.

“I don’t know. But we’ll find out soon enough.” Jules strode ahead, leaving them behind as she entered the forest on the far edge of the peak. It was growing colder, and twigs snapped under her footsteps.

The others caught up, Dean breathing heavily as he grabbed her arm. “Stop. Over there.”

Jules followed his finger and saw the change in the ground. This section was bereft of leaves and branches. It had been a hole, covered up with freshly-dug dirt. She moved toward it cautiously and smelled the earth. The scent stuck in her nose. It was the same one from her vision. “It’s under here.”

Patty took a step away, while Dean stood beside the two-meter-wide patch of ground. He knelt, brushing aside the dirt, and Jules crouched, joining him.

Dean’s voice cracked. “It’s a doorway.”

He was right. They moved enough dirt to see the wooden slats, the metal ring of a handle. Jules noticed dark rustic hinges on the rear edge. The smell of burning hair and blood filled her thoughts, and she staged to a seated position.

“Jules?” Dean was there, staring into her eyes.

“I’m fine. Quick. We have to stop this.” She scrambled over to the hatch and tugged on the ring. Nothing happened. Dean tried to help, but the door was immovable.

“It’s stuck,” Patty said, stating the obvious.

“Not for long.” Jules motioned Dean aside and let her power fill her. She felt the buzzing of the energy coursing through her veins, the familiar lightness it gave her. Her feet lifted from the ground as she glowed green for a moment, before allowing the power to settle into her. Jules’ shoes touched the forest floor again, and the only part of her still glowing was her hands.

She pointed to the wooden door in the dirt, and her hands jerked skyward. The door went flying with the movement, crashing against a tree before crumpling to the ground.

“We need to tell our parents about this,” Dean said, so softly Jules almost didn’t hear him.

Inside the ground was a room full of blinking explosives, and the timer ticked away rapidly.


Three

I drifted off to sleep, but uneasily. Today had been a dichotomy. We’d said goodbye to our associate Garo Alnod, but at the same time, we’d celebrated his life together with friends and family. My heart was heavy as I lay in bed, my eyes blinking open as I thought about Garo’s dead body floating in space for eternity.

I liked their tradition, and wondered if Mary would be okay with me traversing the stars even in death. I checked the time and saw I’d only been in bed for twenty minutes. Mary was dozing soundly, and Maggie was curled up beside my wife’s feet. I needed a drink of water, something to soothe my wandering mind.

The floor was cool on my feet as I stood, moving for the suite’s kitchen. My children were in bed, their door slightly ajar, and I peered into the room. Little Hugo lay on his back, arms fully stretched to his sides, the blankets only half covering his body. He was such a fun little kid, and I loved having him around. Life over the last few years had been much quieter, and I was really starting to enjoy the peace.

I was about to head for that glass of water when I noticed Jules’ bed. It was dark on that side of the room, and I stepped inside, instantly feeling something was off. A cool breeze carried over to me, and I craned my neck to see the window was wide open.

Jules wasn’t in her bed. Alarm bells rang through my head. Either she’d sneaked out or someone had come inside and taken my daughter.

“Mary!” I ran to our bedside and shook my wife lightly. Her eyes blinked open.

“What is it?” she asked in a panicked tone.

“Jules isn’t in her room. The window’s open,” I told her. She sat upright in a flash and was already out the door before I had socks on. I heard her banging on the neighboring suite, and heard Magnus’ voice from inside the hallway.

I ran to join them, and Nat shouted for her husband.

“The kids are gone. Both of them,” she told us.

“Let me guess, through an open window?” I asked, receiving a nod of confirmation from Natalia.

I’d originally thought someone had abducted Jules, but maybe it was something as foolish as kids sneaking out to play on a strange world. I wouldn’t put it past Jules and Patty, but Dean usually kept such a cool head. It was unlike him to partake in their adventures.

“Good thing I track them,” Magnus said grimly.

“What do you mean?” Mary asked.

“Their shoes,” he said, rushing to his bedroom. He returned with a tablet. “I had tracking devices installed in their footwear.”

“You did?” Nat asked.

“Look. It’s not like I sit there constantly watching where they go, and it doesn’t work all the way from Horizon to Haven, but I always knew there was a chance it would come in handy.” Magnus was tapping away at the tablet, and he grinned widely. “There they are. A kilometer along the peak.” His thick finger thrust at the screen as he turned it to face us.

“What are they doing there?” Nat asked, but none of us had the answers.

“Grab your jackets. We’re going to find out.” Magnus slipped a coat over his tank top, and Nat was already slipping into her boots. I knocked on Suma’s door, rousing her from slumber.

“Dean, what is it?” she asked sleepily. I filled her in, and she agreed to come over and watch Hugo while we were out.

Minutes later, we were rushing out the front of the hotel, the Duupa doormen staring after us, with questions lingering in the air as we jogged by. Jules was going to have to explain herself when we found them.

____________

“What now?” Patty asked.

“We go find Dad,” Dean said. “He’ll know what to do. He’s the captain of a starship.”

Jules was on the fence. If they brought her parents, they’d have too many questions. Maybe she could shut it off all by herself. She took a step forward, moving for the underground room full of bombs.

Dean grabbed her arm, but she pulled free. “Stop. I can do this. We’ll tell them about it after. We may be out of time.” Numbers were ticking by on the central device, and Jules now saw that it was attached to the other glowing and beeping devices in the bunker. Whatever this was, it was intended to destroy the peak of the mountain, and the hotel with it.

Someone had been expecting their arrival and wanted to cause chaos. Jules could feel it as she neared the bombs, the imprint of the people that had left it there. She could see the man directing the android to dig the hole. It followed his specifications. She stood there in the dark, witnessing the process occurring from a few days ago, as if the man and his android were ghosts. They moved quickly, their traces an ethereal wisp.

Someone arrived behind them as the hole was being dug, a dark shadow Jules couldn’t make out.

“Jules, what are you doing?” Patty asked, and Jules realized she was standing there staring at nothing. The ghosts were gone, and she ran a hand to her face, where the man from the vision had a dark elaborate tattoo on the side of his temple and cheek.

“Nothing… I thought I heard something,” she lied. The numbers continued to tick away, but they were in an unfamiliar language. She wasn’t sure how much time there was left before it detonated. She expected it was soon. They wanted to cause chaos while everyone slept. The important visitors for Garo Alnod’s funeral were all staying at this hotel. Jules knew they planned on eradicating the envoy, especially her father. Their hatred for Papa had seeped into the entire area, embedded in the air above the bunker in the ground.

The room was a few meters wide and not very deep. They’d done the bare minimum to hide the bombs, and she hopped through the opening, landing softly near the center device. This was the one that controlled the rest, she could tell. If she could shut it off, she could stop the destruction from occurring.

She glanced up at Dean and Patty, and she saw how small they appeared. So young. She was younger than them, but with the energy of countless Iskios inside her, she felt ancient at that moment. “Run!” she shouted to them, fearing the death she’d seen was of her two friends standing there watching her with dread-filled eyes.

“We can’t leave you,” Patty said. “That’s not how it works.”

“Just go!” Jules could feel the power of the bombs merging around her. There wasn’t much time.

Patty peered up at her older brother, and he gave Jules a curt nod, as if it all became clear and he fully understood what she was about to do. That was good, because even she wasn’t sure.

His confidence in her bolstered her own self-image, and she heard their footsteps race away from the bunker she was inside.

Jules set a hand on the boxy control panel. It was about two feet wide, white and smooth, with digital images ticking by. It hummed with electricity, and she now saw the entire cramped room was stacked with explosive material. If this went off, it would destroy more than just the peak of the mountain. It might crumble the entire region, crushing the wonderful Duupa village in the valley. She had to prevent that from happening.

Could she dismantle it? She ran a finger along the wires but couldn’t quite figure how to stop the detonation. The images were jumbled, blending into one another with the other senses too quickly now. The more she worried about it, the worse the panic became, and she could tell she was running out of time.

Jules had been avoiding her abilities for the last three years, keeping them at bay, only letting out small trickles to do miniscule tasks, but now she let them encompass her. The last time she’d allowed the full flow, she’d been with Papa on the shrunken world, carrying them through the air and creating a whirlpool in the ocean. Something had happened then, and the energy had drained, but had only taken a few hours to return.

Now she let it take over, and every hair on her body filled with power. She still didn’t know how to stop the bombs from discharging.

“What would Papa do?” she asked herself out loud. He’d pivot. If he couldn’t find a solution to one problem, he’d think of the best outcome. The bombs could go off, but she needed to cover them. The answer seemed so simple, she couldn’t believe it took her so long to think of.

Jules gathered the green energy, shoving it into a thick dome around her. She reconsidered, changing it to a sphere, letting the barrier cut into the dirt ground underneath her. It wouldn’t do much good to redirect all the impact below instead of above. That would devastate the mountain, maybe even more so.

The foreign digits were flying by on the central device, the humming growing louder. She didn’t have much time. Jules poured more of herself into the protective sphere, growing it to over ten meters in diameter. The walls were dense, thick and green, and she saw the number of digits decreasing until there was only one symbol left. This was it. The bombs were about to go off. Time seemed to stop as she remembered she was still at risk inside the sphere. She’d been so worried about stopping the detonation from destroying everything outside her protective ball, she hadn’t thought about herself. She was going to die.

It was too late to do anything about it. The device beeped loudly as electricity raged from it, through the hundreds of cables strewn about the roughly carved bunker. One by one, the explosives ignited, and Jules felt the thrust of deadly force from each one of them. Her only solace was the fact that her friends and family would be safe, as well as the Duupa village below.

____________

“I see them!” Mary shouted, and I squinted, making out the form of two children ahead in the trees. They were running toward us.

“Dad! There’s a room in the ground, and it’s full of bombs!” Dean told Magnus, and I grabbed the kid.

“Where’s Jules?” I shouted, shaking him a little too hard. His head jostled, and his eyes met his father’s instead of mine.

“She made us leave. Told us to run,” he answered.

“Where… where is she?” I yelled, and he pointed behind him. Patty was in tears, her mother holding her tight.

“What do you mean, a room full of bombs?” Magnus asked.

Dean swallowed hard and spoke, his voice shaky. “Jules seemed to know something was out there. She led us to the trees, where we found a hidden door. It led to an underground room. Someone wants to destroy this mountain.”

It was all happening so quickly, the information was hard to process. I only wanted to find my daughter and bring her to safety.

“Which way?” I asked again, scanning to the region he’d pointed. “Over there? How far?”

“Not far. But she said the bombs are going to go off. We shouldn’t be here,” Dean said, and I stared at Mary. She was crying but gave me a firm nod.

“I’ll bring her back. Stay clear,” I told them, and ran in the direction Dean had told me Jules was in.

I heard Magnus calling for me, but I ignored his booming voice. My daughter was in danger.

I didn’t make it far before seeing the bright green glow. It seemed Jules had been hiding her powers from us. I almost smirked but suppressed the urge. She was full of guile; that much was clear.

The ground shook as I neared the dome of light, and I was thrust to the forest bed with a heavy thump. The earth cracked open, trees fell around me, and the sphere shone brighter before collapsing into nothing.

I was ten meters away and scrambled to my feet, racing toward the wide, round hole in the ground. There was too much dust and dirt in the air, pieces of the explosives fluttering, and I instantly worried about radiation. I covered my mouth and leaned over the ledge.

“Jules! Jules, are you okay?” I shouted, and strained to hear a reply. Was she gone? I couldn’t see through the murky air, and I waved at it, trying to clear my visibility.

“Jules!”

Nothing, then: “Papa.” And a cough. “Papa, I’m stuck.”

I finally saw her standing there, her clothing in tatters, her hair messy and standing on end, everything covered in soot and dirt.

“Can you use your powers?” I asked, even though her eyes were dark.

She shook her head. “They’re gone.”

“Like you told us before?” I asked, unable to hide the hurt from my voice.

“No. Just for now. I used too much.” She stretched a small hand toward me, and I lowered to the ground, crawling as far over the ledge as I could, reaching for her. My fingers found hers, and I grasped them determinedly. When I had hold, I pulled, using my other hand to grab her by the wrist. Soon we were both out of the hole, lying on the ground, staring up through the trees toward the night sky.

“Do you want to tell me what’s been going on?” I asked.

She looked over at me, her face solemn. “Yes, Papa.”


Four

“Who did this?” Slate was pacing the room, clenching his fists as he went in circles.

“We don’t know for sure, but Jules’ description makes me think it’s the Kold,” I told him.

I’d wanted to make Jules go to bed after Nick checked us both out, giving us anti-rad shots and an otherwise clean bill of health. Mary had convinced me to let our daughter be part of the discussion, since she’d clearly been a step or ten ahead of us.

“Without her, we’d all be dead right now. Do you realize that?” Loweck asked. She was watching Slate nervously as he roamed the room.

“Jules, can you tell us again?” Suma prompted my daughter.

Jules was in dark gray pajamas with stars on them. It was so hard to believe the little girl in front of us had sniffed out a bomb and prevented a devastating assault. She took a deep breath and scanned the room, meeting each of our gazes. I leaned in, awaiting her words like everyone else.

“I don’t know. I saw them like apparitions. Is that what they’re called, Mom?” She turned to Mary.

“That’s right.”

“The man had a tattoo on his face. Almost like a spider’s web, but not quite. He had short dark hair and mean eyes. He bossed the robot around, making him dig the hole. Then another person came, but I couldn’t see them. They were bad. Worse than the tattooed man. They did it. They wanted to kill you,” she said, staring into my eyes.

I pointed at my chest. “Me?”

“All of you, but I could feel their hatred for you, Papa. I had to stop them.”

“I know you did, honey. We’re glad you did, but you shouldn’t have hidden this from us,” I told her.

Mary took Jules’ hand in hers, and our daughter started to cry. “But you were so scared of me. I saw the way you tiptoed around me, Papa, as if I was a freak or something. I didn’t want you to hate me.”

This was a moment I wished we could have had in private. Loweck tsked with her mouth, and I felt each judging eye in the room on me as Jules said the words.

“Honey, I never thought that. I was scared for you, that’s all.”

“Well, you don’t have to be afraid. I can help people. I did it again today,” she said, her tears all but gone.

“Your father and I have always loved you, and we know you’re special, with or without your gifts,” Mary told her.

Slate stopped and cleared his throat. “Listen up, Jules. Take it from Uncle Zeke,” he said, using his real name. “Your parents are obsessed with you. Can we move past this and figure out what’s going on?”

“Okay,” Jules said.

“It’s obvious the Kold were here, and they were using Garo’s funeral to try to end us. We had so much security here that the Kold knew they wouldn’t be able to mount an attack on us from above. So they came beforehand, snuck onto the peaks, and planted the explosives, knowing we’d all be staying here after the event.” Slate poured a cup of coffee.

“That’s the obvious answer. But why now, why here?” I asked.

“We’ve been waiting for them to attack Haven for years. After their first assault on the Academy while it was being constructed, we knew it wasn’t the last we’d seen of the Kold and their V-shaped vessels. Then you came, Dean, and helped fend them off when they returned. But now it’s been a few years, and the only references we have about them are to do with Garo,” Magnus said.

I rubbed my forehead. A headache was forming. “It’s Lom.”

“We don’t know that for sure,” Mary said.

“Who else?”

There was a knock on the door, and Loweck rushed to answer.

“Dean, is everyone all right?” Rivo ran into the room, three Molariun guards close behind. They were armed, their guns firmly in hand.

“Can you have your muscle relax? My kids are in here.” I was standing, facing them, and I held a hand in the air.

Rivo motioned for them to lower the weapons, and they relented with visible hesitation. “What happened? Tell me.”

I asked her to take a seat and filled her in, leaving out some specific parts about Jules. She peered at my daughter, and seemed to understand how to fill the plot holes.

“Those bastards. They think they can attack my planet? There will be war!” Rivo was visibly upset, and I had to diffuse her anger.

“You just lost your father, Rivo. Now isn’t the time to rush into a war with a rarely visible mercenary group. You need to give your people and company a sense of calm collectiveness, not rash orders to battle. I think the Kold were after us… after me in particular,” I said.

Magnus leaned forward. “They wanted us all dead.”

“You heard what Jules said,” I told him.

“Fine,” he said. “But they still wanted us all dead… you maybe a little more than us, but dead is dead.”

Slate set his cup on the table, and I could tell he was shaken. He hated the fact that Jules had been in so much danger and he hadn’t been there to protect her, and that we hadn’t even bothered to rouse him and Loweck in the process. It didn’t cross my mind at the time. I’d had one thing on my mind when I noticed Jules was missing, and that was to bring her home. I’d apologize to him later, because it was clear he needed the clean conscience.

“We have to tread cautiously,” Natalia said. “If they know where we’re going to be, they might be able to infiltrate us. We’re talking about serious terrorist threats here. Something Mag and I had to deal with on Earth more than a few times.”

They’d been guns for hire in Europe before the Event, and were paid to do all sorts of tasks, often by powerful governments aiming to mitigate dangerous risks. Terrorism was something the pair of them had experience with.

“What do we do?” I asked. “All this time, I only expected an assault to come from outside Haven: a massive fleet powerful enough to make a real war with us. Instead, we’re finding new tactics… well, maybe not new, but unexpected.”

“Then we play them at their own game,” Magnus said, a smile creeping across his face.

“What are you thinking?” Slate asked him.

Mary pointed towards Rivo’s guards. “Do you think they could wait outside the room? If we’re going to discuss something of this importance, I’d prefer we do it with closed doors.”

“You can trust them. They’ve been with my father for years,” Rivo said.

“The same guards who left him alone at the house that day we stumbled onto him half-dead?” I said, regretting my choice of words. He was fully dead now. I grimaced, but she didn’t lash out for my mistake. Instead, Rivo nodded and went over to the first guard, whispering to him in her native tongue. He glared at us but waved the other two guards from the room.

We were once again alone, and now I did trust everyone left around the sitting area. “Now go ahead,” I said to Magnus.

It seemed like Jules wanted to interject, but she bit her lip and flopped back in her seat, her small body almost hidden behind Mary. I’d seen her do this before and hadn’t really caught on. She had a knack for becoming invisible when she wanted to be. I couldn’t remember how many times I thought I was alone in a room, only to notice her out of the corner of my eye. Now I understood she was using her gift, perhaps even subconsciously. I’d have to talk to her about it later.

“They want to kill us. For the sake of the argument, let’s say they want to kill you, Dean Parker,” Magnus said, and I saw Jules shrink away even more. She didn’t like the subject matter, and I wasn’t so hot for it either.

“Fine. Then what?” I asked.

“Then we give them some fake information. We play them and entrap them. Consequently, we can finally learn something about their organization,” Magnus said.

“Do you think it’ll work?” Mary asked.

Magnus smiled ever wider. “Sure it will. Do we think there’s a mole anywhere? Maybe in Rivo’s household?”

Rivo glared at him. “If you think I have a mole in my…”

“Rivo, I’m just dotting my I’s, okay?” Magnus said.

Jules raised her hand like she was in class, vying for the instructor’s attention.

“What is it, honey?” I asked.

“I know who hates you the most, Papa,” she said.

This was news. “Who?”

“Remember on the Horizon when I was a little girl?” she said, as if she was all grown up now.

I went along with it. “I remember.”

“We had a party after we saved the Scaril,” she said, and I recalled the day quite vividly.

“Sure. That was a fun night,” Slate said.

“I had my powers, but I tried to hide them from you. I felt their hatred. It was so strong, but I was young and scared, so I cut it off. He wanted to hurt you and the Academy,” Jules said.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Mary asked.

Jules shrugged. “Then you’d know about my abilities being there. I didn’t want to upset you.”

“Do you know who he was?” I asked her, my hand shaking slightly. Someone on board the Horizon had wanted me dead. It was a scary thought.

She shook her head. “No.”

Slate drummed his fingers on the side table beside his seat, and Loweck spoke up. “Maybe it was a Scaril?”

“No. It was human, I think. A man.” Jules frowned while she spoke.

“A man. One of my crew… damn it,” Magnus said. “We’ve had a mole all this time.”

“We can use this, Mag,” Natalia said. “Lure him out… fake information, maybe catch a Kold in the meantime.”

“I’ll be sure to fuel up on vitamin C,” I said, making an ill-timed joke. No one laughed.

“We leave in the morning. I’ll have the manifests cross-referenced. Maybe Jules can come for a visit in a few days and see if she can sense if the man’s still there?” Magnus asked.

I looked at my daughter, but she stared at Magnus as she answered. “I’ll do it.”

We talked for a while longer about how we could use a mole to our advantage, and I told everyone to reach out to their contacts across the universe to see if we had any more leads on the Kold. The last time, we’d had sightings of them in three different systems, and I was hoping for something a little more resolute this time. It was time to stop waiting for them to attack and to go on the offensive.

Eventually, the sun rose beyond the distant mountains, cascading through the expansive windows overlooking the valley below. We’d gone through more coffee than was good for us, but no one had wanted to go to sleep after the threat of the destructive bomb.

We packed our things and filed from the hotel as a large group.

“We apologize for the inconvenience, Mr. Parker,” the gravelly giant Duupa doorman said.

“I don’t think the incident was your fault, but you might want to keep a closer eye on who lands near your hotel in the future,” I suggested.

There were Duupa everywhere, armed Molariuns walked across the Peak, and I saw at least a half dozen fighter vessels in the air surrounding the region. Rivo had her planet on high alert for suspicious activity, and they were taking the threat seriously.

Jules stared to the right, toward the treed area where she’d single-handedly stopped the attack, and she paused, clenching her fists open and closed a few times before moving on. Hugo was behind her, racing after his big sister, wanting to show her something. Jules continued walking, and soon we were all on the transport vessel, heading to Bazarn’s promenade that would lead us to the portal.


Five

“Are you girls ready for classes?” Mary asked. The break was over, and the Gatekeepers’ Academy was in full swing today. They didn’t have a full summer break like I was used to as a kid in school; instead, they took a few week-long breaks throughout the year. I almost preferred it this way.

“We’re ready!” Patty said. They were each in their uniforms, which consisted of a gray jumpsuit. The white ones were for Gatekeepers only, but these had a logo too: a space suit with the words Gatekeepers’ Academy stitched in English underneath. Each attending alien race had its own custom version.

Jules was so cute in her uniform, and I was so proud of her. We were going to head to Horizon on the weekend for her to attempt to track the man she’d referred to, but for now, she could go to classes and be like the rest of the kids.

“How about you, Jules?” I asked, since she’d neglected to respond to her mother.

“I’m ready.” She sat at our table in the Haven penthouse, and I passed her a bowl for her cereal. Patty was already devouring hers, and Hugo ran into my leg, wrapping his arms around my shin as he sat on my foot.

“Daddy, I want a ride!” Hugo shouted. He was so different than Jules, but his fun spirit and happy disposition was a nice balance in our household.

I stomped around, lifting him off the ground with each step. He giggled, and Jules rolled her eyes as if we annoyed her. “Honey, you can’t pull that off yet. You’re not a teenager.”

Mary laughed. “I don’t know, Dean. She’s doing a decent job of it.”

A door closed across the room, and Patty’s brother popped his head out. He was in his uniform too, his long hair combed roughly, and he sat at the table.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Hey, buddy. Want some cereal?” I found a bowl and slid it across the table.

Hugo ran over to Dean and tapped him on the arm. “Buddy, buddy, buddy,” Hugo said, pestering the other boy.

“He only stops if you feed him,” I told Dean, and Magnus’ son finally cracked a smile.

“Fine. Hugo, do you want the circles or the squares?” Dean asked.

“Both!” Hugo exclaimed, and I grabbed a cup of coffee while Dean poured my son a mixture from both boxes of cereal.

“Dean, you’re starting Suma’s class today, aren’t you?” I asked.

She was teaching the older classes astrophysics, and Dean was taking on his first advanced course. He was no longer an entry student like his sister and Jules.

He sat up straighter and showed interest in discussing it. “Suma has these really cool virtual tests where you float in space and see what it’s really like out there. Weightless and free.”

“That would have come in handy,” I mumbled.

“Dad says you’ve been in space with nothing but an EVA. Is that true?” Dean asked me.

“Unfortunately, it is. I’m still uncomfortable being out there with nothing to hold on to. It’s like being in the middle of the ocean without a raft,” I said, and noticed Jules watching.

“Papa, you’re not afraid of anything,” she said between bites.

I laughed at the comment. “Jules, that’s not even close to the truth.”

“So it’s okay to be scared of stuff?” Jules asked.

Mary set an empty dish in the sink and leaned against the countertop. “Sure it is. Why do you ask?”

“No reason,” she said. “Come on, Patty. Time to go.”

I saw the time, and she was right. “Want me to take you?”

Jules shook her head. “No, we’re fine. The transport is close.”

They started for the door, and I nudged Dean. “Do you mind going with them?”

“Sure, Mr. Parker,” he said, wolfing down the last of his food.

The front door closed with a bang, and I crossed the room to watch Jules and Patty skip across the condo courtyard, heading for the Academy transport stop.

I felt Mary’s arms slide around my chest as she pulled in close. “She’s going to be fine.”

“I know. Why does every day feel like her first day?” I asked.

“Because you’re too doting of a father, and you don’t have a job to distract you,” she said with a laugh. I knew she was kidding, but there was some truth to her words.

“Are you suggesting I go find work?” I asked her as I spun around to face her.

“And leave me home alone with little Hugo every day? I don’t think so. But… maybe it’s time I went to find something to do,” Mary told me.

“You want to get a job?” I asked.

She paused, and I could tell she was considering the proper words. “It’s not that I want a job, but I want to do something with myself. When we were on the Horizon, I found a purpose, and now…”

“You feel like you’re a little lost,” I said, mirroring my own thoughts. “I understand. I’ve been feeling the same way. What would we be useful for?”

Hugo left his bowl half-finished and ran into the living room, turning on the screen over the fireplace. He watched a strange Shimmali cartoon. At least it was educational… or close to it.

Mary took a seat at the table, and I joined her, facing Hugo in the living room while she faced the kitchen. “Leslie’s asked me to join the Board.”

This was news to me, but I fought to keep the shock from my face. They’d asked me for years to become part of the Alliance of Worlds Board, but I’d refused each time. Clearly they’d finally taken the hint. “And what do you think?”

“I think I’d like to do it,” she said.

“Then you should,” I told her, meaning it one hundred percent. She deserved to have a life outside of waiting for me to return from crazy missions and raising our kids.

Mary’s eyes glistened. “You mean it?”

“I’ve never been one to stop you from being Mary LaFontaine. You’re a wonderful human, and would be a huge asset to the Board.” I winked at her, and she laughed in return.

“What about you?” Mary asked.

I looked at Hugo and saw him bobbing his head to an animated Shimmali boy’s song. “We’ll be fine. Plus, we have the Nanny-bot from the Horizon.”

“Then it’s settled?” she asked.

“It’s settled.”

“If you don’t mind watching Hugo today, I’ll head over to the office and talk with Leslie and Terrance about it.”

“I don’t mind one bit,” I told her, and she cleared her cup, heading for the bedroom. “Right, bud. It’ll be you and me from now on.”

Hugo didn’t appear to hear my voice as he stared at his show. I let out a sigh and hoped Jules’ first day in the new class was going well.

____________

Jules saw some of the older kids walking through the halls, and she stayed out of their way. The Keppe were so huge, she was likely to be knocked over as they strode around the Academy like they owned the place.

The intro classes were in another wing, and now that Jules was in her third year, things were changing. All last semester, she’d been excited about the prospect of growing up and taking elevated courses, instead of the childish ones she’d been forced to sit through. Now, as she stood among the vast array of adolescent aliens, she wasn’t so confident in her place among them.

“What are you waiting for?” Patty asked.

“I’m…” Jules started, but was distracted as Rumi, their Padlog classmate, wound his way through the crowds of seniors as they headed for their first class of the year. They were a raucous bunch, and Jules was sure her dad would object to their lack of respect. The Academy was supposed to teach rules and discipline, but Jules was seeing far more teasing and goofing off than the former.

“This is… intense,” Rumi said, buzzing the words out. He was fluent in English now, as Jules was mostly fluent in at least six languages. Since she’d been a little girl on Horizon, she’d been trained to speak in the Alliance languages, and she took to them easily. Some were harder than others, because her anatomy wasn’t designed to use certain tones and frequencies. That was when the translators came in handy.

“No kidding,” Jules said. She’d met Rumi when he was a little larva, and had seen him transition into the insectoid before her. He was taller than her and Patty by a good foot, and his arms and legs were long and thin. His head resembled a cricket’s, much like the Supreme. He was a distant cousin of Papa’s friend Walo, or so he said.

“They’re all… so …” Rumi started.

“Big?” Jules finished, and he buzzed a laugh. His dark eyes gleamed in the hall’s bright lights, reflecting her image.

“That they are. Between the Keppe and the Bhlat, the Academy would have quite the Xadd team.” Rumi watched the last of the big kids pass through the corridor before leaning against a row of lockers.

“What’s Xadd?” Patty asked him.

“It’s a game, a sport. Two teams, there’s a ball, and hive keepers… You’d have to see it to believe it,” Rumi said.

“We’d better be going. We don’t want to be late,” Jules told them, anxious to start. She wanted nothing more than to make her parents proud, and after the events on Bazarn, she was shaken up.

That explosion had come in the blink of an eye, and she didn’t have time to protect herself from the impact; yet when the dust had settled, she’d remained standing there. What did it mean? Her parents knew her secret now: that she was as powerful as ever, probably more so, but they didn’t know that she’d been exposed firsthand to a detonation that intended to destroy an entire mountain range, only to walk away unscathed.

She needed to talk with Regnig about it and find out what she was, or what her limits were. It was scary to think that she could survive something like that, but also exhilarating. What else could she do?

“Jules, lead the way,” Patty said, motioning her forward. The older girl waved at a few people, and Jules wondered if she was holding her friend back. Patty always had other kids trying to talk with her, and she was constantly invited over for parties and sleepovers, while Jules received none of the attention. She was fine with that… or at least, that was what she tried to tell herself.

Jules was different, and everyone seemed to know it. She was also the daughter of Dean and Mary Parker, making her something like royalty around the Academy. But she didn’t think that was the reason the others were so closed off from her. At least she had a few friends.

This wing was on the third floor, the ceilings high, exposing sunlight through massive panes of reinforced glass. Jules glanced up to see a bird flying overhead. They were far from the birds she’d grown up with at their house on Earth, but they were close enough at a distance.

The door to the class stood at the end of the hall, and she opened it, revealing a human teacher taking attendance.

His voice was a low growl, but his face was soft as he spoke. “Since it’s the first day, and you’re starting a new year, I’ll excuse the tardiness. Have a seat, you three.”

Rumi let out a thankful buzz, and Patty and Jules scanned the room for two seats together. There were only singles. Jules shrugged to her best friend as Patty sat in the third row beside a young Molariun girl. Rumi went to the rear of the class, and Jules noted the last remaining seat was in the front, right where the instructor was standing.

“This one should do…” He raised an expectant eyebrow.

“Jules. Jules Parker,” she said softly, and swore the man’s expression changed for an instant before snapping to his regular friendly visage.

“Jules. Pleased to meet you. And you?” he asked the others, and Patty and Rumi answered in short order.

“My name is Professor Thompson, and this is Portals 101. This semester, you’re going to learn everything we know about the structure of the Shandra portals. We’ll learn about their construction by the Theos, and with the newly-found Crystal Map, we can now see the intricate system created by the ancient race.” The lights dimmed, and an image of the universe appeared at the front of the class. It was 3D, and the professor walked through it, touching planets to enlarge them. He tapped Haven, and its familiar symbol appeared.

“Last year, you studied the symbols, correct?” he asked, and received a dozen head nods and verbal confirmations from the class. “Good. This year will be much more complex. What is a portal? How do they work? And…” He paused, and Jules felt his eyes on her. “And why are they suddenly green after so many years? With the color shift, we now have access to hundreds, even thousands more worlds, and the Gatekeepers as they are cannot keep up with their explorations. That’s why we’re here now.”

“Wasn’t the Academy started already? Before the changes?” Jules asked, instantly regretting drawing attention to herself.

“Very good. You are correct. The portals were failing, and the Alliance of Worlds, or the group that would eventually become the Alliance, sought to find a way to keep the explorations active. By creating an Academy like this, they hoped to instill the ethics and goodwill of the Gatekeepers organization into a new generation of people from around the galaxies.

“Now we have nearly five hundred students, ranging from six Earth years to twenty, from over ten various solar systems. It’s quite the astounding feat. Wouldn’t you say so, Jules?” Professor Thompson asked.

Jules fidgeted with her tablet. “I think so.” She was beginning to appreciate what the teacher had to say, and it didn’t hurt that he was singling her out. Usually, the teachers stayed away from her, careful not to offend because of her lineage. This man seemed different, and she found herself being drawn into his lecture.

“Where was I?” He pointed at the 3D map he was standing inside and nodded to himself absently. “Right. What is a portal?” The map dissipated, replaced with a lifelike image of the Haven portal room. He walked through it, heading for the portal table, which wavered over his desk in the classroom. “The portal is linked to an unseen power we now know to be located elsewhere,” he said. Jules knew this was on Karo’s world, but that information wasn’t shared with the general public. If anyone was aware of its location, they might attempt to destroy it, and with the world, the entire network of portals. Papa said that couldn’t happen.

Professor Thompson continued. “The power source is amplified through the crystal. Each portal room has a crystal much like this, but they do vary in composition, shape, and size. They also come in different colors, but now when you power them up, they all shine bright green. Another new change since the failing portals were repaired.”

Jules held her tablet in her hands, pretending to make notes like everyone else; only she knew all of this and much more. She stared at the boy beside her. He was human, with short dark hair and good posture. He was at least a year or two older than her. Most of her class was between nine and ten, instead of eight like her.

Papa thought she should have been advanced forward by now, but Jules had told him she wanted to stay with Patty and go through the levels like the rest of her classmates. She didn’t want any special treatment.

The boy peered over at her, his gaze scanning to her tablet, which she turned away from his prying eyes, trying to not make it obvious. He returned to watching the teacher, and so did she.

“Each room is adorned with dozens of symbols. The Gatekeepers keep records of each Shandra room and which symbols appear on the walls inside. There doesn’t appear to be any rhyme or reason behind which ones show up on a specific portal’s walls, at least not yet,” Professor Thompson said.

Jules hadn’t considered this before, and she didn’t think her parents had either. It was a constant. Every time they went through a portal room, there were glowing hieroglyphs, as her dad called them. Could there be a reason for them? Were the ancient Theos trying to tell them something, or was it the universe’s random nature at play? She did make a note now, reminding herself to ask Regnig about that too.

He was coming to Haven after they finished their visit to Horizon on the weekend, and Jules was excited that the bird-man would be moving the library from underneath Bazarn to below the Academy. It was going to be so nice to have access to visit her old friend. He was as close to a grandparent as Jules had, and she relished her time with him. She closed her eyes and could smell the library now, the musty leather-bound books sitting by the thousands in organized chaos only the small telepathic man could comprehend.

The professor went on, analyzing the fundamentals of a portal room until the bell chimed, advising them class was over.

Jules found herself fascinated by the class and was happy to have found an instructor who seemed to have a real passion for what he was teaching. Maybe the school year wasn’t going to be so bad.


Six

“Well, kid, it’s just you and me,” I told Hugo, and he looked up at me with a huge grin on his little face.

“You and me!” He ran for the door and plopped to the ground, slipping his shoes on. He was so different than Jules had been at that age. I didn’t know if the dissimilarities were because he was a boy, or if it ran deeper.

“We’ll bring Maggie. Come on, girl!” I called, wondering where the pooch was. Her nails clattered against the hardwood, and she skidded to us, her left ear flopped over her head, giving her a hat.

“Maggie’s silly,” Hugo said, plucking her leash from the top of the cabinet beside the door.

“She sure is.” I watched as Hugo clipped her leash on, and out we went. The elevator was waiting for us, our own private lift to the main floor. It was more than we’d expected from an apartment on Haven, and a far cry from our old home on New Spero; even more so from the farmhouse on Earth. But we loved it, and there was something exciting about being in the middle of a city again.

It had been many years since Mary and I had lived so close to people, but being near friends and even strangers was a nice change of pace. After our venture on Horizon, we’d grown used to it. Hugo had only spent a few weeks on Earth when we’d traveled there for a getaway, me stopping over to visit Paul and then the Empress.

The elevator slowed and opened wide, and Maggie tugged her leash as she raced for the exit.

“Good afternoon, Ploa.” I smiled at the Keppe woman standing in the foyer. Her dark armor glistened in the light, and she smiled at me, holding her daughter’s hand as they walked outside at the same time as us.

“Hello, Dean,” she said. “How are the pair of you doing today?” She’d had the voice modification surgery last month, and had recovered well. Most of Haven had followed through with the procedure; another thing on Terrance and Leslie’s list of benefits to living on the melting pot of a planet. Having the modifications was a sure way to allow each race of beings communication with one another, and so far, everyone was on board. Haven had a clean record, and only a few people had been extradited for violence over cultural or religious arguments.

“We’re doing well.” Maggie stopped and sniffed a light post at the edge of the pathway leading to the sidewalk. “And you? Did Brir get that job he was hunting for?”

She nodded. “I knew he would. It means he’ll be away for months at a time, but we’re happy to be part of this whole project.”

Haven was adding in high-speed hover trains to travel between the three major cities, which were now spread around the world. Much of the planet was undeveloped, and I knew it would be a long time before there was enough population to warrant expansion.

New Spero was at a tipping point, with five billion people. Haven’s recent influx of immigration put its total population at around ten million. But with the continuous addition of new Alliance members and the draw of the Gatekeepers’ Academy, I expected that to double in the next five years, which still left a lot of space and resources.

We were lucky Kareem had been on this world, and that Terrance and Leslie had known how to find it all those years ago. It really was turning out to be an exemplary expression of its namesake: a haven for all.

We walked in silence for a while. “Dean, can I ask you something?” Ploa asked.

“Sure.”

“Did you really meet Lord Crul?” she asked, and her daughter watched me with interest. She was around five Earth years old, and already twice Hugo’s size.

“I did. A few times,” I answered.

“What was he like?” she asked. Lord Crul was the ruler of the Keppe people, and he’d been a bit of a wildcard. At the end of the day, he’d favored me and had helped us extensively, so I had nothing bad to say about him – not that I would anyway.

“Lord Crul is a great man. A wonderful leader who cares very much for his people. He’s always backed exploration, and the Alliance wouldn’t have starships out there now, like the Horizon, if it wasn’t for his ingenuity and generosity.”

She beamed at this. The afternoon was shaping up to be a hot one, and I was glad I wore a t-shirt and shorts. Hugo skipped along, calling for Maggie to hurry up every time she stopped to smell something on the grass. The playground was only a few minutes’ walk from our condo, and it was the perfect time to head there with Hugo. Mary had left not long after the kids this morning, and I’d been bored at home along with my three-year-old and our lazy dog.

“I heard you’ve been on missions with Admiral Yope too?” Ploa asked.

“I have.”

“This is so amazing.”

“The Keppe are one of the strongest, most loyal friends to humanity we could have asked for. Working with Kimtra, Rulo, and Hectal was great, and I consider them all close friends,” I told her, instantly wondering how Rulo was doing. She’d stayed behind, across the fold of the dimension, when we’d left with Fortune. I was sure a lot of people missed her at home.

“You know them too?” she asked, her voice growing louder.

I paused, surprised she’d even heard of them. “You know who they are?”

“They’re heroes. Wow, I can’t believe I live in the same building as you. I’m sorry for pestering you, Dean.” She averted her stare, and I laughed. Even the Keppe that didn’t end up being warriors were intimidating. Ploa was nearly seven feet tall, twice as wide at the shoulders as I was, and she was concerned about being too intrusive. They really were a great partner of the Alliance.

“You can ask me anything you want. Why don’t you and Brir come over one night for dinner, and we can learn more about you three?” I said.

“That would be wonderful,” she told me, and her daughter raced away, heading for a swing set. Even here on a faraway planet, alien children were able to enjoy something as simple as a ride on a swing.

“We’d love that. Have a great day,” Ploa told me, walking over to where another Keppe woman sat on a bench, yelling at her son in her native tongue.

“Hugo, do your thing. I’ll be watching,” I told him, and he ran off, instantly finding the monkey bars. They were his favorite. I recognized a few children from the neighborhood, and Hugo found his friend Riley dangling from the bars.

“Well, Maggie, what do you think? Do a lap?” I asked the cocker, and she started to pull the leash in reply. The park was on an expansive section of greenspace, lined with local trees resembling Earth’s oaks. The playground had most of the common human elements, and many others I wasn’t familiar with.

The Shimmali had donated a science center, where kids could go inside, escape the heat, and learn something on the looped recordings playing until sundown. There was always staff on hand at each of the parks, ensuring the safety of the kids. Many of the residents in this area also had Nanny-bots now, though I had a hard time trusting my children’s care to a robot.

We went to the communal dog water station, and Maggie drank heavily. I eventually sat on a bench on the shaded side of the park while she panted in the heat. She’d grown used to the climate control of Horizon, where it was always the perfect temperature.

“It’s kind of strange, isn’t it?” a voice asked, and I craned my neck to see a man standing nearby. He used his hand as a visor from the bright sunlight and stared toward the playground.

“What is?” I asked the newcomer.

“This. All of it.” He sat on the bench beside me, the wood creaking slightly.

“The park?”

He turned his head and gave a wide grin. “Sure. The park, the city, the planet. The fact that days are only about twenty hours now, and our seasons make no sense to my brain. The way the star isn’t really the sun, and how the color is slightly off, making the palette just different enough to confuse my senses. The smells carried in by the breeze are familiar, yet foreign, and the grass feels odd when I’m outside with bare feet, and the trees… don’t even get me started on the wildlife. Bears with humanoid faces, rodents with two rows of teeth, and birds that aren’t birds.”

I hesitated, soaking in all of his commentary on our new home, and burst out laughing. “That has to be the most profound statement I’ve heard in a long time.” I leaned over and touched the grass under the bench. “You are absolutely right about all of those things. I guess I never gave it much thought. My brain seems to have been on another planet.”

“It amazes me how rarely anyone talks about these differences. We’re quick to accept our new realities,” he told me.

“What choice do we have, right?” I asked. I stuck my hand out, and he leaned over, clasping it in his. “I’m Dean.”

“Tim. Tim Dobbs.” The man stroked his long beard absently, watching the playground again.

“Nice to meet you. One of those rugrats yours?” I nodded to the group of ten or so spirited children.

“Yep. Violet.” He pointed to a brunette girl around four years old. She was swinging by herself, kicking her feet out slowly while she stared into the sky.

“She’s cute. My little guy is Hugo. He’s the loud one fighting his friend on the monkey bars,” I said with a chuckle.

“I can see the resemblance,” Tim said.

I laughed again. “I’m sure you can. You live around here?”

“We moved here from Spero. Terran Seven.”

“Why the change?” I asked.

He paused, and I instantly knew there was a deep story there; it was written all over his face. “My wife. She… died.”

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly.

“You know, this is a wonderful age we live in. Modern medicine has become increasingly efficient, and we’ll be able to live for two hundred years without having to worry about cancers, heart disease, and all the other things that go bump in the night, but the brain is another animal,” he said.

I wasn’t sure where he was going with this. “How so?”

“Victoria couldn’t handle it. The Event changed her forever. I met her on the vessel.” He stopped and turned his head away, averting his gaze.

I waited for him. It was his story to tell if he felt the urge, but I wasn’t going to pressure him into it.

“She was one of the volunteers handing out supplies, helping anywhere she could, and I instantly gravitated toward her. Her resolve was so strong that entire time, and when we survived and returned to Earth, she seemed thrilled, happy even. We were on the first trips to New Spero when it was colonizing. I worked on the early crews setting up Terran One, and Victoria worked on the space station during that first year.

“I saw the changes coming. She was depressed, and she couldn’t explain why. Eventually, we went for help, but… the doctor thought it was an imbalance, and she was given medication. It abated for a while, but now I know it was her putting on a show. We pushed through together, me helping her as much as I could, and little Violet came as a surprise four years ago.” Tim stopped talking, and we sat there silently, the only noises coming from the playing children.

“I’m sorry,” I said pre-emptively. I could hear the anguish in his voice, and I couldn’t blame him for spilling his guts to a complete stranger like this. He obviously needed to let it out.

He stared forward, watching his girl on the swing with a distant gaze. “I found her at home in the bathroom.” He paused. “It was too late. She left us…”

I choked up a bit, trying to understand how hard that must have been on Tim. I couldn’t imagine what he’d been through. “I tried to stay there, to keep our life at Terran Seven, but everything reminded me of her. Violet kept expecting her mommy to come home. She was at the funeral, but didn’t understand. She was only two at the time.” Tim cleared his throat, turning to give me a forced smile. “And here we are. Man, I’m so sorry for unleashing like this on you. What a first impression. I don’t know what came over me.”

“Don’t think twice about it. I’m glad I was here to be an ear,” I told him.

“What do you do, Dean?” he asked, and I almost laughed. It was strange to have someone not know who I was.

“Nothing right now. My wife is working at the capital, and my daughter’s at the Academy, so I’m hanging out with my son,” I said.

“Two unemployed bums,” Tim said.

“Looking for work?” I asked him, knowing I could likely pull some strings.

“I will be. I was hoping to spend some time with Violet before she heads to school in a couple of years, but even in this idealistic future we’ve been thrown into, we still need to work, don’t we?” Tim squinted as he said this.

“Everyone needs to put in their fair share,” I said, not sure how long capitalism could stay away from Haven. Terrance and Leslie had big dreams, but with every member of the Alliance in some form of capitalism, and the universal credit, their ideas were receiving resistance on the daily.

“What did you do before?” he asked.

“Before?” I thought about it. What to tell the guy? He was someone I could see myself befriending, but for now, he didn’t need to know the whole truth. I didn’t want to be Dean Parker, Hero of Earth, for a moment. It was nice to just be Dean, the former accountant. “I had my own accounting firm.”

“Pretty boring stuff?” he asked.

I nodded, stifling a laugh. “Pretty boring indeed.”

Hugo was on the swing beside Violet, and he was talking to her about something. I found kids had the most interesting conversations with each other when no one was around to listen in.

“Seems like the kids are getting along. What do you say to coming over tomorrow night for dinner? You can meet the family,” I suggested.

Tim leaned forward on the bench and nodded. “That sounds great. I know Violet would love it.”

“Then it’s settled. I’ll see you at seven tomorrow.” I took his information, and pinged him our address and contact details.

Soon, Hugo and I were heading home, Maggie plodding along beside us, and I was grinning about meeting a new friend. Hopefully, I could ease his difficult transition to Haven.


Seven

“And what do we do when our thrusters fail and you’re in your EVA untethered?” Suma asked, but Jules kept her hand firmly planted to the desk. She knew the answer but didn’t want to draw any attention to herself.

It was only day two at the Academy, and she’d found out this morning that she was supposed to be taking Professor Suma’s class on EVA use. She was the youngest by three years, and when she’d entered the room, everyone was so much bigger than her.

Dean sat by himself in the rear of the class, and Suma motioned for Jules to take the seat beside him. He didn’t seem thrilled by the idea that his little sister’s best friend was in a class with him, but Jules was glad he was there. It made the change easier on her.

“Wait for help?” a small Molariun boy asked from the front row.

“Your oxygen could run out,” Suma told him.

“Anyone?” Suma’s gaze met Jules, who averted her stare.

Jules had been in many EVAs over the years, and she knew that most of these kids had never stepped foot into one. She had two at home: one the gray armored version, and the other the white Gatekeeper style. She preferred the latter, since it was thinner and easier to move around in, especially when you had a planet’s full gravitational pull to deal with.

A bell rang through speakers in the ceiling, and Suma’s snout twitched. “Everyone study videos six to eight tonight, and I expect a little more participation in tomorrow’s class. Class dismissed.”

The twenty or so students began to move for the door, and Suma waved Jules to her as she followed Dean. “Jules, can I speak with you a moment?”

“Catch you later,” Dean said behind his mop of hair. He walked away, leaving Jules alone in the classroom with Suma. She didn’t understand why, but she was suddenly nervous. She’d known the Shimmali woman since she was a baby, and was aware of how close Suma was with her parents. She was like an auntie, but being in a class taught by her felt different, like there was a new barrier between them.

“Hi, Suma,” Jules said, trying to sound positive.

“Are you doing okay?” Suma asked.

Jules set her bag on the front desk and nodded. “I’m fine.”

“You haven’t said a word in class, and I know you have the answers,” Suma said. “I asked for you to be in this course because you’re head and shoulders above your own grade level.”

“I didn’t ask to be singled out,” Jules told her truthfully.

“But you’re too smart and advanced for those other courses,” Suma said.

Jules felt a rush of emotions, and she didn’t want to respond with tears. She was too old for that, so she firmed up, stood up straight, and spoke her mind. “I’m always going to be different. The kids look at me like I’m a freak as it is. They think I’m a witch or something. No one is nice to me, but they aren’t mean either. Sometimes I wish they were, then at least they’d be talking to me.”

Suma’s face dropped. She hadn’t been expecting this. “I didn’t know. What do your parents say about this?”

Jules focused on her shoes, and shuffled side to side. “I don’t know.”

“You haven’t talked to them about it, have you?” Suma asked.

“No, and I don’t want to. They have other things to think about,” Jules told her.

“I’m sorry, Jules. Is there anything I can do?” Suma asked.

Jules started to panic. The last thing she wanted was a teacher becoming involved. It would be humiliating. “No. Please don’t. I’ll be fine. I’ll participate in class tomorrow.”

Suma’s eyes were full of sadness, an expression Jules knew well. The Shimmali’s hand reached for hers, and she let Suma pat her before snatching her bag and running for the door. “Gotta go. Don’t want to be late for lunch.”

She left Suma there alone and made for her locker. Jules pressed her thumb to the small screen, and it popped open. Some kids had glittery drawings in their lockers; others were full of old gym socks and crumpled papers; but Jules’ was clean as a whistle. She set her things inside with purpose and headed for the cafeteria. Lunch took place over two periods, spreading apart the younger students from the older.

The grounds for the Academy were beautiful this time of year, and Jules decided to take the courtyard pathways instead of the pedway system, opting for sun instead of artificial light. She stepped outside and took a deep breath. The school was on the outskirts of town, far enough that you couldn’t walk, and everyone came on the bus transport vessels that flew them to the many stops around Haven proper.

There was already a line of the vessels near the front of the school, and Jules went in the opposite direction. In the distance, she could make out the Gatekeeper statue, and she smiled to herself. One day she’d be like them, all grown up, seeking out adventure on different planets. Then she wouldn’t be a little girl no one wanted to play with. She’d be someone special, a hero like Papa.

She cast aside her dreams for a moment as she hurried over the cobblestone path, ending up at the exterior doors to the cafeteria. The walls were made of glass here, and the moment she pressed the doors open, the sound of two hundred kids talking in multiple languages hit her eardrums, and she smiled.

With a new resolve, she decided to stop letting everyone else bother her so much. She could only control her own actions, and she was meant to do this. Why else would she have these abilities? When she was no longer a kid, she’d stop hiding her true self. She could be Jules Parker, glowing green eyes and Iskios power. Just because the ancient race had been bad didn’t mean she was. Her parents were right.

She’d seen the worry over their faces over the years, but Jules knew in her heart that the powers didn’t bring ill tidings with them. She almost let some of the abilities through her barrier when she spotted Patty across the room. She was sitting with five other kids, ones from their classes together. Patty appeared so happy, red-cheeked and laughing hard as she picked at a sandwich.

Rumi was there too, and he was waving his arms around, making the others giggle at his joke. Patty never seemed that happy when it was the two of them. Had Jules been dragging her friend down all this time? Patty had an undying sense of loyalty to her, much like Uncle Zeke had with her dad. Was this the same kind of thing? Because now that Slate was a commander on a starship, Jules knew he was thriving on his own path.

Jules felt the need to set Patty free at that moment, and it upset her more than anything in the world could have. She was about to turn and leave when she heard Patty’s voice rise above the clamor. “Jules, over here!”

Jules grinned and waved at her friend. Not yet. She wasn’t ready to let her go quite yet. Even though Jules didn’t always feel like it, they were still young girls, and she couldn’t imagine life without her.

The line for food was non-existent, since Jules was fifteen minutes late, and she grabbed lunch quickly. The moment she stepped to the table with Patty, one of the other kids moved away, making room for her. They all chatted and talked about their classes, including Jules in the conversation, and for the first time at the Academy, she felt like one of the students.

____________

“How was class today, sweetheart?” Papa asked Jules from the living room. He was sitting in the sun, reading a book.

Jules set her things on the kitchen table, and watched as Patty and Dean headed to their rooms to unload their bags. “It was great,” she said, finally meaning it.

Her dad peeked over the paperback and stared at her. He seemed surprised. “Really? Great?”

“Sure. I’m in Suma’s class now too,” she said, a little pride seeping into her voice.

“Is that so? Isn’t that Dean’s class?” he asked.

“Yep,” she said, suppressing a smile.

“Good. Let me guess, you know it all?” Papa asked.

She nodded in agreement.

“Mom’s going to be home soon, and Hugo’s down for a nap. Want to help me prepare some dinner? We have company coming over,” her dad said.

“Company?” Jules asked.

“I know, it’s a lost concept, but I made a friend at the park, and he’s bringing his little girl Violet over for dinner tonight. I thought it would be nice to welcome him to the neighborhood. What do you think?” Papa asked.

“How old is she?” Jules asked, excited that she might have another friend in the neighborhood.

“Four,” he said, shattering her hopes. She shrugged it off. She’d made some friends today at school, and that was enough for one day.

Jules went and changed; Patty followed her to the kitchen. “I have homework to do,” the girl said. “Unless you want to do it for me.”

“I don’t think so. I’m going to help Papa with dinner,” Jules said, and she washed her hands thoroughly. It had become something her parents liked to do with her over the last year or so. A couple of times a week, they’d cook with her, and she’d begun to appreciate the process.

It was also a fun way to spend time with her dad, who seemed to enjoy it even more than her. “What are we making?”

“Lasagne,” he said, winking at her.

Maggie was already underfoot, as she always was while any promise of food filled the air. They spent the next thirty minutes listening to some old music her dad called Rat Pack or something, and he hummed along as she washed the vegetables and he cooked the ground meat on the stovetop.

Patty and Dean sat at the table, heads down in schoolwork, as the lasagne took shape. It eventually all came together in a large glass pan, just as her mom entered the house. She was so beautiful, and Jules had a flash of pride at being the daughter of such a wonderful woman. Mary’s face lit up as she took in her family and extended children at the table.

Her mom sniffed the air and came over to hug Jules. “How was work, Mom?” Jules asked her.

“It was… a good day.” Her mom kissed the top of her head and went to Papa, kissing him on the lips in greeting.

“What time is your friend coming over?” she asked Papa.

“In about twenty minutes,” he replied as he opened the oven, sticking their perfect lasagne inside. Jules’ stomach growled as she joined the other two at the table, pulling out her assignments from the day.

“Uncle Dean,” Patty started.

“Yeah, honey?” Papa asked.

“Where are Mom and Dad right now?” she inquired.

Jules’ dad tapped his finger on the countertop. “The last I heard, they were exploring a distant system, rumored to have a lush planet devoid of intelligent life. The Alliance asked them to survey it to see if it would be a good location for a colony expansion.”

Jules lifted her head, listening with interest. “Who wants to expand?”

“The Inlor. With their production of Inlorian bars taking over, they’re searching for somewhere a little more… peaceful to live,” Papa said.

“Is it dangerous on Inlor?” Dean asked, swiping his hair from his eyes.

“There’s always a looming threat of an attack, since their goods are so valuable. They’ve been hit a few times, but with the support of the Alliance, not many have a chance to fly near the planet. We’ve thrown a lot of assets at them.”

“Papa, you know so much about everything. Why are you at home every day?” Jules asked, and knew she’d struck a chord. Her dad quieted, his lips sealing in a thin line.

“I’m taking a break, honey,” he said, and Jules could tell it was the end of the discussion.

“What’s the world like?” Dean asked. He was always interested in planets. He always asked to go with a team on the Horizon, but his parents rarely let him. Jules had an idea.

“I’m not sure. We can ask when we visit this weekend. Speaking of which, don’t forget to bring your homework when we hit the portals. I don’t want to be coming home once we take off in the transport,” Papa said.

“Can we go to the surface?” Jules asked timidly.

Her mom entered the room, sitting on the free chair at the table. “Surface of what?”

Jules’ dad answered for her. “Magnus is inspecting a new potential colony, and Jules asked if they could go to the surface while we’re on the Horizon this weekend.”

“I’m not sure about that,” her mom said.

“But, Mom, it would be great for our schooling. The Gatekeepers do it all the time. We can make sure to use protocol…” Jules started to say, and her dad raised a hand, cutting her off.

“We’ll think about it,” he said, and that was enough for Jules. She had every confidence she’d be able to convince them it was a good idea. Patty and Dean were excited about the prospect, and so was she. The doorbell rang and Maggie barked up a storm, racing to greet the newcomers.

“Everyone, meet Tim and Violet,” Papa said.


Eight

“That was a great meal. Thank you so much for inviting us over,” Tim said.

We were on the balcony, overlooking the edge of a grassy field, and alien insects chirped the night away as the sun rested behind the horizon.

“You’re welcome. I hope you enjoyed the food,” I said.

“Best I’ve had in a long time. You’d be surprised how hard it is to cook big meals for yourself and a fussy four-year-old,” he told me.

“Want another beer?” I asked, and he nodded.

Everyone was in bed, Violet dozed off on the couch in the living room, and Mary was asleep already too. I brought another two locally-brewed beers outside and slid the patio door shut, passing one to Tim.

“Cheers.” He clinked his bottle to mine and let out a sigh. “I almost forgot what it was like being around a family like this. You sure have a nice home. I hope this isn’t too forward, but how did you end up with a huge penthouse in the neighborhood’s best building?”

I guess it was time to come clean. Part of me felt like I was keeping a secret from him. “I hadn’t intended to keep it a secret, but I’m Dean Parker.” I let the name soak in, and it seemed to take a moment.

His eyes went wide in surprise. “Dean Parker. You must be kidding me. The Dean Parker? The guy who saved us all?” He let out a sharp laugh and ran a hand to his mouth at the sudden noise.

“That’s me.” I took a sip. “I hope this doesn’t change anything. I really have enjoyed making a new friend here.”

“Change anything! Oh my God. Mary… Mary LaFontaine.” He slapped a hand to his forehead. “You let me make all those bad jokes in front of Mary LaFontaine.”

I chuckled. “Mary Parker.”

“Jeez, I wish you would have told me,” he said.

I shrugged. “I think it was best you found out now. Then we got to see the real you.”

Tim appeared to be calculating his every action since he’d entered our home. “I’m so sorry.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know. I’m nervous all of a sudden. You guys are real heroes. Do you know how many stories there are about your adventures?” Tim asked.

“I do. Did you read the comics?” I asked.

He nodded. “Some of them. None of that was true, was it?”

“Leonard, the artist, did capture some pretty crazy stuff, but you can’t always believe what you read in comics,” I said, not completely answering him.

“Dean Parker… I didn’t mean to bother you with all of my baggage yesterday. I…”

“Needed someone to talk to,” I finished for him, and he nodded.

“Yes. That… Thanks for understanding,” he said.

“Do you mind if we act like two friends enjoying a beer for the rest of the night?” I asked.

“As long as you promise to tell me some cool stories next time we hang out,” he said.

“Deal.” We hung out for another hour before Tim gathered his daughter, rousing her from sleep.

“I’m gone this weekend, but I’ll reach out next week if you want to bring the kids to the park or something,” I said.

“Sure, that’ll be great. Thanks again for inviting us over.” He stuck his hand out, and I shook it; then they were off.

I waited a few minutes and grabbed Maggie’s leash for one last bathroom break before bed. She happily joined me in the elevator, and when we pressed through the condo’s front doors, I saw Tim step into a public transport at the far end of the lot. Its thrusters glowed a soft blue as it rose into the night sky, arcing up and away.

I’d been sure he lived in the neighborhood.

Maggie pulled me toward the grass, and I obliged, wondering how much I really knew about my new friend.


Nine

The week came and went, me growing accustomed to my new normal. Which involved Mary being gone to the capital to work on project planning with the rest of the Board, and Jules off to the Academy with Patty and Dean, leaving Hugo and me to our own devices.

Friday finally came, and I was realizing the solitude was driving me a little stir-crazy. Mary was right; I needed a purpose again. I was stuck in limbo and not getting any younger. I tried not to think about how many years had passed since the Event, because it was far too many now. Jules was already eight. It was hard to fathom.

“Everyone ready?” Mary asked as we exited the lander outside Haven’s portal room. The guards stationed there nodded to us, and we waved greetings. We knew them all by name now, and I asked Philip how his kids were doing.

Jules took the lead, rushing through the corridors, holding Maggie’s leash. Dean was dragging his feet behind us. He never seemed in a hurry, not even to arrive onboard the amazing starship where his parents lived.

We entered the portal room, and the familiar green glow emanated from the table, casting its light around the walls, the symbols on the walls activating along with the crystal. Jules glanced over at me, and she smiled. I was there when she’d single-handedly repaired the failing crystal network, and still found it hard to believe my daughter had the power to do a task of that magnitude.

Mary found the icon for the portal aboard the Horizon, and she pressed it when we were all within range. The light encompassed us, and as I expected it to dim away, I saw myself floating in a white backdrop.

“Not this again,” I said out loud, but the older version of myself didn’t seem to hear me.

I was floating too, and I attempted to swim over to him, only I couldn’t move. “Dean!” I shouted to not-Dean, but his eyes were blank, his expression grim. “Dean!” I shouted again, and his eyes blinked open, staring straight at me. His mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear a word he said.

“What are you saying?” I asked, cupping a hand behind my ear.

He was upset, trying to convey a message, but no words came out.

The nothingness became brighter, and just as the ambiance crested to its brightest, I heard two words. “Don’t trust…”

“Dean, are you okay? Dean?” Mary was shaking me, and I groaned from my back on the floor. We were inside Horizon and everyone was standing around me, watching with apprehensive stares.

“Papa, what is it?” Jules asked, crouching beside me.

“I don’t know…”

I could see Mary was skeptical, but she didn’t press me for details, not in front of the kids. “I might have passed out. I’ll be fine,” I assured them, and Dean helped me to my feet. Maggie barked at me and ran to the door. She knew exactly where she was, and the two giant guards, previously stationed at the portal on Bazarn, appeared as the doors slid open.

I was still shaken up, seeing myself within the pale white light between portal destinations.

“Hello, Parkers. Hi, Dean and Patty, I’ve let the Captain know you’ve arrived. Is everything okay?” the larger of the two asked.

“Sure, we’re peachy.” I walked past them, carrying our bags, and Mary whispered an apology for my behavior.

What had not-Dean wanted with me? What had him… me… so worked up? The words echoed in my mind. Don’t trust. Don’t trust what or… whom?

“Hey, kids,” Magnus’ voice boomed from the end of the corridor, and Patty went running for her father. Dean followed at a much slower pace.

“Good to see you, Mag,” I told him, shaking the cobwebs from my incident.

“Likewise. Have these two been behaving?” Magnus asked us, directing his question to Mary.

“Like angels,” Mary said, and Dean bristled. No eleven-year-old boy wanted to be called an angel.

“If you want to take your things to your room, we can meet up after to go over things.” Magnus grinned. “But of course, we dine first.”

“Would we have it any other way?” I asked.

A half hour later, we were inside our suite, getting ready to head out for dinner. They’d left us the huge officers’ suite, even though we were rarely on board, but I wasn’t going to complain. It was like a second home to us… a third, if we really tallied them up.

“And you think he was warning you?” Mary asked. As soon as we’d settled into the room, away from prying ears, she’d started to grill me.

“That much was clear. I have to tell you, I wasn’t looking so hot. My face was pallid and gray, my stubble coarse, and my eyes droopy and red. If that’s what my future holds, I’m sorry you have to see that every day.” I smiled, and Mary threw a pillow at me.

“This is serious, Dean. Why do you always kid around at times like this?” she asked, but I saw a smirk creep up on her lips.

“I’ve learned to not take any of this too seriously. I’d never have a good night’s sleep if I let everything I’d seen and heard affect me,” I told her. What I didn’t say was that there remained a lot of sleepless nights, especially since I’d learned Jules hadn’t lost her powers.

“And his words: ‘Don’t trust’?”

“That’s it. ‘Don’t trust.’ It felt like a name was coming, but I was gone before it happened. I was trying to warn myself about someone. Could it be the same person we’re searching for on Horizon?” I pondered.

“Could be. I’m curious to see what Magnus and Slate have come up with,” Mary said. She set a hand on my forearm and leaned in, kissing me lightly on the mouth. “Let’s go visit our friends and deal with this after.”

“My sentiments exactly,” I told her, opening the door to our bedroom. Jules was right there, and it was obvious she’d been eavesdropping. “What have we told you about listening to people’s private conversations?”

Jules appeared to consider this for a moment before answering, “Don’t get caught?”

Mary’s jaw dropped in an exaggerated motion. “See what you’ve done? You’re turning her into you! I’ll never be able to deal with the two of you. Dean, go pull Hugo from the TV. It’s time to go.”

We wound our way to the restaurant and found it was empty except for our friends. Natalia greeted us, motioning for the head of the table. “Mary, you look lovely. Hello, Dean.” We embraced our old friend, and I peered around the room.

“Nat, why the private restaurant?” I asked.

“We’re being more cautious since we realized there may be a spy among us,” Nat said.

I scanned the gathered crew and noticed Hectal, the big Keppe warrior, having a beer at the far end of the table. I waved at him, and he nodded toward me, grinning widely. Walo, the wasp-like Padlog, sat beside him, chatting with Suma across the table. I was surprised to see her.

Magnus and Natalia were seated beside us, with Loweck across from them. “Where’s Slat…” I didn’t have the words out of my mouth before I was wrapped in strong arms and lifted from the floor.

“Boss, have you put on a few?” Slate asked, setting me on my feet. He stuck a fist out, and I bumped it hesitantly.

I glanced at my stomach. “I don’t think so. Well, maybe a few pounds.”

“Gotta stick to the routines, boss. What happens when you’re called in to the big leagues again? You’ll be out of form,” Slate said.

“For once, I actually agree with you, Slate,” I told him. I did need a better workout regime.

The kids were at a separate table, and I saw Dean standing beside his father, chatting with the Horizon captain. Mary kissed Slate on the cheek and went to sit with Loweck.

“How are things on the starship?” I asked Slate.

“Great. Running like a well-oiled machine. We arrived at Gepelko today. We’re sending a team to the surface tomorrow once we have the drones and probes data analyzed. I’m heading the team… you want to come? For old time’s sake?” Slate asked.

The truth was, I did. I was quite bored lately. Life had become a little tiresome, and my routine was the blandest it had ever been. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Slate beamed at this and clapped me on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s have a beer.”

I grabbed one from the bar and walked over to Hectal, Suma, and Walo. “Hey, everyone. Good to see you.”

Hectal stood and gave me a brief hug. “Buddy. It’s been too long.”

“Suma, what are you doing here? We could have come together,” I told her, taking a good look at her and seeing something was wrong. “What is it?” My mind raced with a thousand possibilities.

“Silo and I split up,” she said, and Walo buzzed in sympathy.

“I’m telling her, she’s better off without that nerd. Suma’s far too dynamic of a being for that pencil pusher,” Hectal said, and Suma’s snout wagged from side to side.

“Do you think so?” she asked.

“What happened?” I asked.

Suma let out a sigh. “It started to go wrong when he lost his leg. You were there; it was tough on him, and I helped as much as I could. He said he didn’t resent me for what happened, but somehow he did. Today he told me that if he’d never met me, he’d have been on Shimmal by now, married with a child, and with two good legs. How dare he!”

“Want us to beat him up?” Slate asked.

“Maybe… no. I’m just upset. When I moved to Haven to teach at the Academy, I figured he’d come with me. When he stayed here, I should have seen the writing on the wall,” Suma said.

“Either way, I’m sorry to hear that, Suma,” I told her, resting a hand on her shoulder.

“Thanks, Dean. I’ll survive,” she admitted.

Mary waved me over, and we dined as a group, chatting about their mission, us telling them about progress on Haven, and Mary advising how the Alliance of Worlds was growing stronger by the week. By the time dinner was over with and the kids were finishing up their bowls of ice cream, Magnus finally said the word we’d been waiting for.

“Kold. What are we going to do about the Kold?” he asked.

“Have you heard anything else?” I asked.

Mary pulled out a data stick and set it on the table. “I was sent this today from the Empress. Her network spotted a V-shaped vessel that must be one of theirs, passing Udoon Station. This has images of it, and the crew members.”

This was information to me. She’d waited for the meeting to reveal it.

“That’s good news. We can use this. If we have a spy, we can leverage that. Let them know Dean’s going to Udoon for a diplomatic meeting. They’ll show up for sure, and we can hijack them. Finally uncover the information we need,” Magnus said.

“And if they aren’t willing to part with said information? Are we going to torture them?” I asked.

“We’ll do what’s necessary,” Magnus said. This was a point we’d butted heads on before, and I wasn’t about to go down that road after a nice dinner, so I kept my mouth shut.

“First we need to find out who the mole is, so we can leak the information,” Mary said.

Walo buzzed from the other end of the table. “There might be another way,” she suggested.

“What’s that?”

“Sergo has a lot of connections at Udoon Station. He could leak it there, and I’m sure they’d believe him.” Walo crossed her arms.

“Wait, are you still in touch with that scumbag?” I asked, and Mary kicked my foot under the table. “I mean… piece of…”

“Yes, I talk to Sergo. He’s really sorry for the misunderstanding at the Tri-System station. He never intended to steal…” Walo started, but I’d heard enough.

“Sergo didn’t intend to steal the Emitter? We built a fake and he took it, bailing on the ship the second it was in his grubby little hands. He’s a snake, Walo,” I said, the anger seeping like venom from my voice.

“If you could only talk to him…”

“No. We’ll find a way to trap these Kold at Udoon without his assistance, thank you,” I told her. “End of discussion.”

Walo didn’t engage.

Mary changed the subject. “Where are we on the ship’s crew manifest from the night of the party three years ago?”

A server had cleared all our plates, and Slate slid his beer to the side, activating a hologram above the table. “There were four hundred various adult beings on board, including our staff and crew,” he said.

I called Jules over and she left her brother’s side, sauntering over to me. “Yes, Papa?”

“Can you help us?” I asked.

She nodded, her big eyes searching the faces of our friends. “What do I have to do?”

“That night, when you were pretending you didn’t have your abilities, can you explain the feeling to everyone?” I asked.

____________

Jules noted all eyes were on her, and she didn’t like the feeling. Usually she was content to go unnoticed, but now her dad was asking her to be the center of attention. She was going to do everything she could to help him, because he’d told her she might be the only one who could help track down the infiltrator. She wouldn’t fail him.

She took a deep breath and told them, “It wasn’t for very long. My abilities had disappeared for a night or two after Papa and I went to the shrunken world. The Scaril were aboard, and we were celebrating in the courtyard. There were a lot of people, and I was growing overwhelmed by the smells and sounds.” Jules stopped and saw the way her dad was staring at her, and she realized it was the first time he’d fully heard the story too.

“Go on,” Uncle Magnus urged her, and she obeyed.

“I let some of my power trickle out, enough to dull my senses, and it hit me.” Jules swallowed dryly, and her mom slid a glass of water over to her, seeing her need. She drank deeply and felt the pressure of all the people watching her. Even Patty and Dean had stopped what they were doing, and were standing at the table listening.

“He hated us. He hated Papa, and the Academy, and the Horizon,” Jules said.

“He?” Uncle Zeke asked.

“I’m not sure. I think it was a he. I shut it off. It was too much.”

Jules’ dad leaned in and set his hands on the tabletop. “Would you be able to do it again? See if you sense it on the ship?”

Jules didn’t want to feel hatred like that, but she’d do it. For them. “Sure.” She looked around, wondering if she should really show everyone her glowing eyes, but her dad nodded, assuring her it was all right to do so.

She let it out at a trickle at first, like last time, and the power surged through her body, entering her fingertips and toes, and escaping through her skin. No one could see that, but they could see her eyes change color. She concentrated, seeking the same rush of hatred she’d felt before, but she came up empty.

She felt Walo’s uncertainty at being a crew member of the Horizon¸ wondering if she was good enough, or if she was only there because of her relation to the Padlogs’ Supreme. Jules felt Loweck’s affection for Slate, but her uneasiness at being only part organic.

Jules began to shake as everyone’s business crept into her mind as she left the barrier down, open to their emotions. Suma was devastated, lonely and afraid of ending up alone, but confident in herself. Her mother beamed pride, love for her family; strength radiated from her, rejuvenating Jules’ spirit, making her stand up straighter.

Jules spread the beam out, searching past the room, throughout the ship, but it was too much. Everyone’s emotions hit her at once, and she tried to reel back, but instead, she slammed the doors, cutting off the power as she staggered to the ground.

Her dad was right there, catching her before she hit. “Jules, what is it?”

“Too much.”

“Did you find them?” Papa asked, but she shook her head in reply.

“No. I couldn’t.”

“I don’t think you can control it quite yet. We’ll have you practice, and eventually, we’ll be able to find the traitor in our midst,” her dad said, helping Jules to her feet.

Uncle Magnus wasn’t pleased, but Suma started talking about the planet they’d approached, and discussion shifted from Jules to the world the Inlor were hoping to colonize.

“Are you okay?” Patty asked her.

The girl was so kind, such a great friend, and Jules felt her own emotions heighten. “I love you, Patty.”

“I love you too, Jules.” The girl didn’t hesitate or question why she said it; she always accepted Jules for who she was.

Even Dean came to see how she was doing, and Jules was glad no one was treating her like a freak. Jules and the other kids stayed at the grownups’ table as they talked over plans of attack for visiting the planet, and Jules raised her hand when they were almost done.

Suma noticed. “What is it, Jules?”

“I have an idea,” Jules said. It might be the only way for her and the others to see the world below. Otherwise, they’d be stuck in classes after the weekend for another week. She knew Patty really wanted to go to the surface, and Jules intended to make it happen for her friend. “Suma, you could bring our class to Gepelko. It would give us hands-on training!” She tried to convey her excitement, and it appeared to be working.

Suma glanced at Jules’ dad, then to Uncle Magnus, who raised a finger in the air.

“What do you guys think?” Magnus asked quietly.

Uncle Zeke answered, “If the probes and drones show what we’re expecting, it’s actually a great idea. Why not utilize the opportunity on future generations of Gatekeepers? This is something most of them would remember for a long time.”

Suma nodded. “It would motivate them all. Give them a taste of excitement, stepping onto a new world before anyone else. This is a great idea. Dean, what do you think?”

No matter if it was the captain of the starship or her instructor, Jules noted how they always deferred to her dad’s judgment. If he said no, then she didn’t have a shot at making it happen.

Papa turned, meeting her desperate gaze, and he nodded. “I think Jules has a great idea too. Let’s make it happen.”

Patty was sulking across the table, her mom’s arm pulling her in for a hug.

“Patty comes too. It’s not fair otherwise,” Jules said, making Patty’s eyes grow big and round.

“She’s not in the class, Jules,” Suma said.

“I know, but that’s not her fault. She really wants to see it too. Can she, please?” Jules begged, and she knew she had them hooked when her dad smiled at Magnus and Natalia.

Magnus stood up. “I think Patty deserves it. She’s a great kid, and her grades are improving all the time.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” Patty said with a squeal. Jules might not have tracked the infiltrator, but at least she’d accomplished something for her friends tonight.


Ten

I remembered why I didn’t miss being on a starship. The air felt so manufactured, the sounds strange; a constant hum rang through the entire ship, no matter where I went. I couldn’t escape the sterile smells, the droning noises, the people… everywhere. I missed being planetside, and was already anticipating going home, even after being on Horizon for only two days.

We’d spend the next day heading over the ground zero region for the Inlor colony, and then return home. What was more, I had a plan to head to Earth in a week or so to visit with Paul and see how the colonies were doing there. I was going to go alone, since Mary had somewhere to be on the daily, and the kids were in school.

“The data all in?” Slate asked, and Suma stood up, heading over to the edge of the bridge with the tablet.

“Yes.” She sat beside Dubs, who was in the pilot’s seat, and she jacked in the tablet, sending images across the huge viewscreen front and center on the bridge. “As you can see from the drone footage, the planet is lush in regions. This is where we’ll suggest the Inlor set up…”

The bridge doors opened, and in walked the newcomers. I stood up, greeting Etar Nine and his two companions.

“Greetings, Dean. Captain Magnus and Commander Slate,” Etar said, his words filtering through a translator on his uniform. He wore a billowing uniform draped over his thin body, all six arms jutting out from arm holes. “These are my offspring, Etar Ten and Etan Seven.” He motioned to the taller Inlor on either side of him. He walked past us, his full attention on the images showing on the viewscreen. “Is this… Gepelko?”

Magnus cleared his throat and smiled at Etar’s children. “This is Gepelko. From what you see, it will be not only adequate, but a wonderful place to call home. The air is perfectly compatible for both of our races, and since your diet is fully plant-based, you’ll have no problem growing food in this climate.”

“Good, good. I think we have a real winner here,” Etar Nine said.

The view from the drone lowered, and it flew through some dense vegetation, climbing high into the sky, eventually breaking free and showcasing a massive body of water.

“There are lakes like this one throughout the continent, specifically this region. With a treatment plant, you’ll have no issues with constant fresh water,” Suma said.

“Excellent. And wildlife?” Etar Nine asked.

“We’re still gathering information, Etar,” Slate said. “So far, we haven’t identified anything large enough to be a harmful predator to the Inlor, but we’ll confirm this before the colony begins being erected.”

Etar Nine peered over to his children, and Etan Seven, his daughter, spoke for the first time, her voice in perfect English. “We’re more concerned with advanced predators attempting to destroy everything we’ve worked for centuries to build back at RXM8, where the Inlorian mines are located. We need a world that will be ours without fear of attack for our resources,” she said. She’d obviously had the voice modification surgery, and I knew I needed to stop being surprised by this as it became so commonplace.

“Good point,” I said. “We do have more room on Haven.” There weren’t many of the Inlor living on Haven yet, and they hadn’t even sent their full contingency to the Academy. The Inlor were new to the Alliance, newer than most, and I didn’t blame them for dipping their toes in the water before diving headfirst. The reason Magnus was all the way out here in remote space was to make good graces with the Inlor on behalf of the Alliance of Worlds. We had to ensure this happened.

Etar Nine slowly turned to me, his face impassive. “We’re considering sending more people to live among the others on Haven. Once we establish here, I think the transition will expedite.”

I was glad to hear it. Leslie and Terrance would be thrilled. “That’s good news.”

His lips sealed, and he returned to staring at the images from the beautiful world below us.

____________

“Class, you can thank Jules for coming up with the idea, bringing it to the powers that be, and securing approval,” Suma told the class, and Jules shied away from their attention. She would rather Suma hadn’t told them all that, but it was too late for worrying about it.

“That’s great, Jules. Thank you!” the only Inlorian student in the course told her. His lower four arms waved excitedly when he found out he was the only Inlor youth to be heading to the surface. Lera Five was going to go down in history as one of the very first people to set foot on the new colony planet, and he was having difficulty keeping calm.

Jules was happy for him. It was nice to see someone so thrilled to be doing something Academy-related. Jules was excited herself. She’d been to the surfaces of a few worlds, having traveled to many places with her parents over the years, but most of it had happened when she was just a little girl, and she didn’t remember much about most of the stories. She recalled the shrunken world well, but the tales her uncles told her about their rescues of the Gatekeepers were distant.

She did remember fixing the portals, but only as if she was in a dream state. It was more of a feeling than an image in her memory, and she was all right with that.

“Does everyone remember their protocol?” Suma asked. There were twelve of them in total, including Patty, who’d had to borrow an EVA. They were in Gatekeeper white suits, and Jules had slipped into hers with pride, chin held high. The other students were all older than her by at least three or four years, and for most of them, it was the first time they’d been in any space equipment whatsoever.

One of the Bhlat students, Fustan, a quiet girl with braided hair who was already taller than Suma, raised her hand. Their helmets were on the bench beside them, and Suma indicated the girl could speak. “Observe. Record. Retreat.”

“Very good, Fustan. Did everyone hear her?” Suma asked, and the students all nodded, including Jules. She knew as well as her Papa would that things rarely happened as simply as that, but she kept the thought private.

“This is so amazing, Jul,” Patty said, tapping the controls on the EVA’s arm.

“Don’t touch those,” Jules whispered, and Patty stopped.

Patty’s brother Dean was there, standing in his suit, appearing ready to take on the world. Jules could almost see the man he was going to become: strong-jawed, tall, and wide-shouldered; a thinner version of his father, but more intense, like Auntie Natalia. Patty didn’t seem quite the same as either of them, at least not yet.

“We’re waiting for the commander of this starship to …” Suma began, and the door to the cargo hold slid open, revealing Slate in a custom armored EVA. He seemed even bigger than normal with the extra layers, his suit dark gray, with Horizon’s logo etched onto the breast with a laser. He looked like a superhero.

He winked at Jules, and she smiled at her uncle, noticing the other students witness the interaction. She was either going to be a hero when they returned to the Academy on Haven or ostracized even more. Jules was finding that she cared less about that with each passing day.

“Everyone ready?” Slate asked.

“Place your helmets on, clasp them, and partner up, making sure they’re sealed. Read your own console and have your partner verify. This is all very important,” Suma said, helping a Padlog girl at the front of the hold.

Jules and Patty went through the motions, and Jules’ helmet hissed on, pressurizing. She lifted her arm, checking the controls, and the circle blinked red a few times before snapping over to green. She gave Patty a thumbs-up, and when Patty’s turned green, she knew they were ready.

“Professor Suma, if the planet is compatible with our lungs, why are we wearing an EVA in the first place?” Lera Five, the Inlor boy, asked.

“We exercise caution before anything else. We’ve sent extensive sensors in from orbit, but we need close readings to be one hundred percent accurate. There are also things on the ground that could be toxic to us. Perhaps plants, spores, fungus, dust, insects. Something that is harmless to an Inlor could be deadly to a human or a Bhlat. We aren’t taking any chances. Does that make sense?” Suma asked, and the boy smiled and knocked on his helmet.

“Clear.”

“We ready to rock and roll?” Slate asked, and Jules wasn’t familiar with the expression.

Neither was Suma, apparently. The two adults checked each of the students’ suits, and soon they were following Commander Slate and Professor Suma through the halls, heading for Hangar Four.

The guards smiled at the kids and stepped aside as the double doors slid open. Some of the kids let out a gasp as they saw the immense hangar, the walls open, an energy field the only thing between them and space. Beyond the glimmering field sat the lush world of Gepelko. Jules stopped in her tracks, taking in the miraculous sight. She recalled her dad telling her the feeling he always got when he saw a new world from orbit or beyond; the way his heart raced, his mind expanded with possibilities. She felt the exact same thing as he did, and she couldn’t wait to explore the planet with the others.

“Quite the sight, isn’t it?” Slate asked them, and the students all excitedly gabbed about the view. “This way.”

A large transport vessel awaited, and Jules knew this was a form of a dropship. The Bhlat had used them to send ground troops onto unsuspecting worlds, where at least a hundred huge warriors would storm a village, destroying the tenants and taking it for their own. Since they’d joined the Alliance, their behavior had tempered, and only Fustan appeared to recognize the ship. She slowed as they walked, eyeing it with interest.

Jules spotted her dad by the ship, talking with an Inlor. Neither of them was armed, but there were at least five bulky armed guards around, including Hectal the Keppe. He was twice the size of her dad, and he waved at Jules as they neared. She waved back.

Her dad didn’t say anything to the class as they lined up outside the dropship, and Suma told them to stay quiet until they were directed on board. Papa led the Inlor onto the ship, and the armed guards followed, Hectal staying behind.

“I hope we find a new animal or something. I want a pet,” Patty said.

“If we find an animal, we can’t touch it, let alone bring it home,” Jules told her. “Observe. Record. Retreat. Suma didn’t say anything about stealing an animal from its home.”

Patty looked scolded and slumped her shoulders, the action enhanced in the EVA. “I was only kidding. Plus, I don’t think Mom and Dad would like another pet. Carey and Charlie wouldn’t like anyone else around either, unless it was Maggie.”

Suma glared at them, and Jules elbowed her friend, shushing her.

Slate stood talking with Hectal, and eventually, Suma was given the okay to board. “Everyone follow me. Stay close and don’t touch anything.” She walked up the rear ramp, leading on board. Jules saw her dad was already strapped in beside the leader of the Inlor, and Terrance, the hybrid leader from Haven, was there with them.

“Where’s your dad?” Jules asked Patty, and she shook her head.

“The captain stays on board. He doesn’t leave unless it’s an emergency. I think Dad hates it… he wishes he could go exploring and have adventures with Slate and your dad, but it’s his duty, he says.” Patty whispered the words, carrying through the headset into Jules’ ear. She’d made sure to sync their mics so they could always talk to each other, with no one else listening.

They all strapped in, Jules between Patty and the Bhlat girl, and in a few minutes, the ship rumbled to life, shaking for a few seconds before lifting off the ground. They couldn’t see anything from their seats along the bench, but Jules thought she felt the energy shift as they exited the hangar, passing through the barrier field.

The trip was fairly smooth and lasted only about thirty minutes, to Jules’ delight. The Inlor boy sitting across from her was green in the face, and she worried he was going to be sick inside his helmet. To everyone’s relief, he avoided throwing up, but when they finally unclasped from the belts and stood, he was wobbly on his feet. Jules had to catch him to keep him from falling on his face.

“Welcome to Gepelko!” Slate said, and the group gave a cheer, the students included. Jules was told this would be a new colony for the Inlor, and she loved her own home on Haven, which was a colony as well. So was New Spero, and Jules wondered if this planet they were about to set foot on for the first time ever would one day be as advanced as New Spero.

The ramp lowered, and Jules waited as Papa walked side by side with the Inlor ambassador, Etar Nine, and his two children. Her dad stopped, peeked at her, and smiled widely as the Inlor stepped down the ramp, their metal boots clanging loudly as they went. Etar slowed, and motioned his son and daughter to step to the ground before him. Jules teared up at the power of the moment, unsure exactly what was transpiring but knowing it was special.

The two Inlorians turned as they stood on the grassy world and waited for their father to catch up. As soon as the three honored guests were on land, her dad joined them, talking lightly and freely, pointing in the distance, peering to the sky, and Jules could only watch Papa with the eyes of a doting daughter.

One day she would be leading dignitaries to new colony worlds, and be the first of her people to step foot on new planets. She was so sure of it. She would follow in his footsteps, but instead of being hesitant about it like Papa, she’d be all in.

“Class, it’s time to see the new world. One at a time,” Suma said, grabbing Jules by the hand. She was led over the ramp, and soon she exited the dropship. It was daytime, the system’s red dwarf present in the clear sky. Their suits were temperature-controlled, but Jules suspected it was hot out, and she longed to feel the sun on her face, to feel the alien breeze through her curls, to smell the exotic plants, and to squish the grass between her toes.

“This is so cool,” Dean said from behind her.

They all stepped further from the safety of the ship, and Jules heard water flowing in the distance. They were in a clearing surrounded by bluish-green trees, leaves running up and around the trunks rather than only on the top branches.

“Observe. Record. Retreat,” Suma told the class, pointing to her arm console. “Activate your EVA camera feeds now.”

Jules pressed the icon on her right arm with her left pointer, and her helmet-cam buzzed to life. Patty did so too, and she waved at Jules, saying hi to the live feed. Someone would sort through all the images and sensor readouts later, so Jules wanted to be aware of her behavior. Every action while they were on the surface would be recorded for analysis, and Papa and Mom had warned her not to use her abilities while here. They trusted her to listen, and she held the Iskios powers tightly sealed away.

“This will do. This will do just fine,” Etan Seven, Etar’s daughter said.

“We leave the ship here and have a two-kilometer hike to the next clearing. That’s where the first base camp will be set up. You’ll have access to water, and from what we can tell, your vegetation will thrive in the region,” Jules’ dad said, and he waved their group forward.

“Two kilometers in this thing?” Patty asked. “Why couldn’t we fly there?”

“Sometimes there’s nowhere to land. Not until they clear the trees,” her brother told her, and Patty rolled her eyes.

“He’s right,” Jules confirmed.

“Then why couldn’t they come and cut the trees down first?”

“You said you wanted to be a Gatekeeper. Why are you even in the Academy if you can’t walk two kilometers in an EVA?” Dean asked her.

“I…” Patty stopped, obviously flustered by her brother’s comment.

“You’ll be fine. Do what I do,” Jules said. Which at this point was walking, one foot after the next. The treeline was close, and she peered up, trying to gauge how tall they were, settling on around a hundred meters.

She diverted her attention to the ground and found it similar to Haven’s. There was little give other than the surface grass, bending slightly with each passing footstep. Jules scanned for signs of animals, but didn’t see or hear any near the trees. She turned her gaze skyward, taking in the cloudless blue-tinged expanse. The red sun was larger than Haven’s star, but she noticed no specks flying above; no bird-like creatures roaming the midday sky.

She made notes on her arm console, catching a few of the others doing the same. They were to gather information and discuss their observations in class tomorrow. Patty wasn’t making notes; she was straying from their line, skipping in her EVA. Jules was regretting asking for her friend to come along. It wasn’t that she was embarrassed because of her… but the truth was that she was, a little bit.

Jules wanted to be the best of the best, and no matter how many times she’d tried to convince Patty that she should work hard and study to become a Gatekeeper so they could go on missions as a duo exploring the galaxies, the other girl didn’t seem to care. She’d be happy staying home and playing with dolls all day. It was exhausting.

“Be careful. Don’t get in trouble,” Jules said through clenched teeth, and Patty waved a dismissive hand.

“You worry too much. Have some fun!” Patty was looking behind her, and she bumped into Fustan, who appeared to hold back a rebuke.

It was going to be a long day.


Eleven

The treeline opened up, revealing an amazing view of a pristine lake. It went on for a few kilometers in either direction, and it was even farther across. From here, I couldn’t see the other end.

“This is your freshwater. We plan to set the purification facility right here.” I pointed to my left, and Etar grinned.

“What do you say, children?” he asked Etar Ten and Etan Seven.

“It’s perfect,” Etan said. “It’s different than home, but close enough no one will feel too homesick.”

“There are some peaks in the distance.” Etar Ten indicated the mountain range on the right, invisible from our viewpoint until we stood on the lake’s edge. “This is very fortuitous.”

“The planet is yours for expansion. You have all the details, and it’s mapped out in its entirety already,” I told them. The Gatekeepers’ mapping technology was improving all the time, and it was amazing to know we could scan a world with drones and, a day later, have a fully-functioning 3D image of it.

Something was leaving bubbles beneath the surface of the calm lake, and it drew my attention for a moment before it stopped. There were a lot of unknowns on Gepelko, but I was confident it was going to make for a great home for our allies. They seemed to think so as well.

Etar Ten walked toward the water, the long reeds swaying as he pressed through.

“He’s happy,” Etar Nine told me quietly. “He’s going to be a big part of this place, he and his sister. Thank you for making this all happen.”

I could only smile. “I didn’t really do much, but the Alliance says ‘you’re welcome’.”

“You do know we’re aware that the thief who stole Inlorian bars from our mines continues to live, don’t you?” His words were calm, and I wasn’t sure if there was a veiled threat in them or not.

Sergo had stolen their bars, and when they came to discipline him, we’d bargained with them, gaining their membership into our alliance. We never spoke of Sergo or the missing bars, which I’d used to swap with the Traders, and for boosting our Relocator to rescue Magnus and his crew on Fortune. Without them, there would be no Alliance as it stood, and no Magnus captaining the Horizon to bring us to this wonderful new planet.

When Etar clapped me on the back, I knew he was aware of all this. “Sorry for not being more revealing. We weren’t sure who you were, or how you would react to that. Unfortunately, I’d dealt with Sergo before, and he’d reluctantly helped me find my wife when she was taken away from me. I owed him,” I admitted.

I thought about that and wondered how much I really owed the Padlog thief. Walo had told me to trust him, and that he could be of help to us. Maybe I could bring him in to assist us.

“It’s irrelevant now, Dean Parker. We have all we can ask of you, and are grateful for our barters with the Alliance. This day marks the herald of a new age for the Inlor.” His children turned to him, beaming at his proud words.

“When will you begin construction?” I asked.

“Captain Magnus has brought a lot of our supplies with his ship,” Etar said. I knew that three of the hangars were filled with pertinent supplies, and the rest would be brought with a colony ship that was prepared to take off as soon as they had the word from Etar Nine.

“And the people?”

“We have two thousand coming as part of the first wave.”

“It’s far from RXM8,” I said, and he looked me in the eye.

“It is far. It will take seven months’ travel, and we have no portal to move us around any sooner. But we have never had a portal and didn’t know of their existence until a few years ago. We will thrive here, and the trips between RXM8 and Gepelko will be frequent and manageable,” Etan Seven answered for her father.

“And will all three of you be staying?” I asked them.

“I will not be coming, for the time being. My children will run things,” Etar Nine told me.

“Good. They seem up for the task.”

Slate and the guards stood behind us, scanning the treeline and water, and I wondered where Suma and the kids had ventured off to.

____________

“Stay close by. I want you to observe the landscape, the foliage, and record what you can. Anything might be useful.” Suma walked behind them, and Jules stood near the far edge of the group with Patty to her left.

“This is boring,” Patty said. “Ju, there’s flowers over there.” She pointed away from the water, and Jules saw them. Bright yellow petals faced the sun, expanding in the heat.

“Look how big they are,” Jules said.

Patty began to move for them, and Jules hesitated.

“Maybe we should tell Suma,” she said, but Patty pressed on, crossing the field, leaving the others behind. Jules could tell no one had noticed. With a sigh, she took off after her friend. “Wait up.”

They arrived, and Jules now saw the flowers were twice their height. Patty placed her hand around one of the stems and shook the flower slightly. Golden pollen dusted off the center of the plant, landing on Patty’s head, and she laughed.

“Don’t touch anything. You know what Suma said,” Jules told her, but Patty wouldn’t listen. She continued playing, dancing around the huge flowers, deeper into the field of them, until Jules could no longer see her.

“Patty, stop messing around. We have to turn around,” Jules said, but Patty didn’t reply. Jules walked into the flower patch, and it grew darker. The flowers bent at the blooms, creating a canopy, and she felt the tug before she noticed the vines creeping for her legs.

“Suma!” she called into the shared comm as she fell hard to the ground and was dragged through the flower stems. Her head hit the helmet hard, and her vision went blurry. She tried to access her powers, but everything was fading around her.

____________

“I think we’ve seen all we came here to see. Thank you for accompanying us,” Etar Ten told me, and I shook his hand, his other four clawed arms hanging at his sides.

We’d been here for a couple of hours, surveying the open area near the lake, and they were confident it was going to meet their initial needs. From here, they could expand around the region, and then explore the rest of the planet as they saw fit.

“Dean!” an alarmed voice called from behind them. I spun to see a worried Hectal racing toward us. Slate intercepted him, and I ran over to them.

“What is it?” I asked, worry instantly flooding my mind.

“Jules. She and Patty are missing.”

“Missing? How are they missing?” I asked. “Never mind. Show me.”

I followed Hectal, and the others jogged along behind me. I should never have agreed to let her come to the surface with her class. What had I been thinking? Jules was so special, I often forgot she was only a little kid.

Suma was there, frantically searching for the girls. The rest of the students were huddled near the water’s edge, and Suma ordered a guard to stay with them.

“Dean, I’m so sorry. I was watching them, and when I turned around, the two girls were gone.” Suma paced nervously, and I fought the urge to yell at my friend. This wasn’t the time for the blame game.

“Where did you last see them?” I asked.

She pointed to the ground by my feet. “Here.”

I slowly spun in a circle, and spotted the bright yellow flowers. Patty was always fascinated with flowers; she smelled them, she drew them, Mary had even planted some on our balcony to make the girl more comfortable staying with us. That was where they’d gone off to.

“This way,” I said, waving Slate and Hectal forward.

“I’m sorry, boss. I should have been by her side the whole time,” Slate said.

“You’re the commander of Horizon, not my daughter’s Nanny-bot. You don’t have anything to feel bad about,” I assured him, knowing it wouldn’t make a difference in his mind.

I ran to the flowers and called for the girls. “What about their earpieces? Have you heard anything?”

Suma shook her head.

“Tracking?” I asked.

She stared at the ground. “These were last-minute 3D printed, Dean. These kids didn’t have custom-sized EVAs, so we built them over the weekend.”

“Damn it,” I said, stepping into the flowers. They stood taller than me, almost as tall as Hectal. I noticed it growing darker, and glanced to the sky, which was bright and clear. “They’re moving.”

“What are moving?” Slate asked.

“The flowers. Come in here.” Slate and Suma followed me. The flowers knitted at their heads, creating an awning. They blocked the sun from above.

“This is strange. If the girls were under here, they might have become disoriented,” Suma started to say, and fell to the ground with a whump of air leaving her lungs. She was being pulled away from us by a green vine wrapped around her leg.

Slate didn’t hesitate. He fired his pulse rifle, cutting the vine in two, and Suma lay motionless on the ground before scrambling to her feet. “That was unexpected.”

I picked up the lone half of the vine, and it twitched in my grip. “Follow the vine and we’ll find the kids.”

____________

Jules blinked her eyes open, fighting the pain around her head. “Patty,” she croaked out, and heard a groan in reply. Jules let her power out now, racing through her barrier with urgency. The pain in her body subsided, and her glowing eyes acted as a dim flashlight in the dark space.

“Jules,” Patty said from beside her. Her helmet was off, and Jules suddenly felt claustrophobic. She was stuck to something, thick green vines wrapped around her body. One hand was free, and she unclasped her helmet, letting it fall to the ground with a clatter. She expected an attack, but none came.

“Where are we?” she asked, but Patty didn’t know. She knew she was going to be in big trouble for taking off her helmet, but she didn’t care. Jules had survived an up-close explosion. She didn’t think some air was going to hurt her. Right now, she needed to focus on getting her and Patty out of the trap they’d fallen into.

“I’m scared,” Patty admitted from beside her.

Jules tried to move her other arm, but it was stuck beside her body. Both of Patty’s limbs were trapped under the dense vines, and Jules noticed they were tied to a thick moss-covered tree trunk. The floor in the forest bed was damp; huge mushrooms were growing here, taller than the girls. It was fertile, lush here in the damp dark musky part of the forest, and Jules had studied enough to know they were being fed to the tree.

There were strange animal corpses littering the tree roots underfoot: skeletons of local rodents, large bee-like insects half-melted into the earth.

The integrated planet system needed sustenance, and the vines took anything that entered the flower patch to feed on. Jules didn’t feel anything nefarious coming from the entity, only a need for nourishment.

“We’re going to make it out of here, Patty.” Jules strived to pull the vines loose with her left hand, but it didn’t work. They were too tightly wound. They grew tighter after her attempt, and Patty cried out in pain. “Sorry.”

Jules let the power course through her as she considered her options. She didn’t want to harm the entity. She could feel its ancient memory drifting in her senses. Jules was the outsider here, not the plants. She was an intruder, and she needed to think of a way out that didn’t involve destroying the center tree or vines.

“Patty, stay calm, okay?” she urged her friend, who nodded slightly.

Jules had never attempted this, but it might work. She willed a bubble around them, and the green energy filled the air with a kind of static electricity. Patty began to cry as the strange feeling encompassed her, but Jules stayed at it. She increased the vibrations and sent a slight shock through the energy field. The vines tightened, but Jules persisted.

Eventually, the vines loosened, sending them to tumble to the forest floor with a squelch. Patty screamed as she landed on a bunny-sized decomposing animal, and rushed to her feet, leaning against a mushroom, moving away from the huge mossy tree and the flopping vines.

Jules left a shield around them. It would stop the vines from reaching them again. “Which way?” she asked quietly through panting breaths.

“I don’t know. I didn’t see anything,” Patty said. Neither had Jules. It was dark here, and she wondered how this could be so close to the beautiful landscape they’d been dragged from.

She heard the voices before she saw them, and in strode Papa followed by Hectal, Slate, and Suma. The vines raced from the tree, moving quickly and efficiently at the newcomers. She sensed the hunger of the plant system, and shouted when Slate fired at the vines.

Jules jammed her palm out, sending a green flow of energy toward the pulse, stopping it from hitting the creepers. The red beam died off, and the vines lunged for her allies. Jules ran toward them, Patty behind her, and she sent a bubble from her body. It flew toward her dad and the others, encapsulating them in an energy barrier.

The vines approached quickly and rammed into the radiant barrier, unable to break through.

Jules’ dad stared at the vines with wide eyes, and then met gazes with his daughter. It wasn’t quite concern he watched her with. She knew the look well. It was fear.


Twelve

“The main thing is, everyone is all right,” Mary said. We were in Magnus and Nat’s suite, the kids next door in ours, with Mag’s Nanny-bot watching over them.

“Damn it. I thought Patty had more sense than that,” Magnus said. He slumped to the couch, sitting beside his much calmer wife. “I really don’t think she’s cut out for the Academy.”

Suma sat across from us in the leather chair, and she nodded. “You may be right. She did fail some of the aptitude tests, but we put her in anyway.”

“Maybe she’s just too young. Not everyone is ready to do a mission like this at nine years old,” Mary said, ever the voice of reason.

Magnus shook his head. “It’s not only that. She’s doing it because Jules is there. She hates this kind of thing. The last thing Patty wants is to have the life of a Gatekeeper. She’s going to grow up and become an artist or a writer, not a fighter, not an explorer. And to be honest, part of me is relieved. We all know how dangerous this gig is.”

“What do you think of all this, Natalia?” I asked her. She’d been quiet so far.

“I think I love my daughter, but she put your girl in danger, and the rest of the class. She shouldn’t have been there. I think we should pull her. She can stay with us here. I miss my kids,” Nat said, her eyes welling with tears.

“Shouldn’t it be her choice?” Suma asked.

“I think I know what she’ll choose now. The hardest part is going to be separating those two girls,” Magnus said.

“Suma, did you delete the footage?” I asked.

“It’s gone. No one will see what Jules is capable of, but, Dean, that was quite impressive. Her power stopped a pulse beam outright. It created a shield around us from thirty feet away. She didn’t even break a sweat. What’s she really capable of?” Suma asked, and I pictured my girl standing around the crater beside the Peaks on Bazarn, her clothes in tatters after the explosion, and I shook my head, letting out a deep breath.

“I really don’t know.”

Mary grabbed my hand. “She’s only learning herself,” she told them.

“But did you see that?” Suma asked. “She wanted to stop Slate from firing at it. She was protecting the plants.”

“She told us afterward that they weren’t bad, that they were only hungry, and that it was their nature. We were the invaders,” I said. “It was more profound than I expected from an eight-year-old, but I’m not surprised at this point. I need her to make sure that self-preservation trumps abiding by nature.”

“Does it really, though? Who are we to judge what’s right and wrong in every case?” Mary asked, and I wasn’t about to argue with her.

“You may be correct, but Jules has too big of a heart,” I said.

“She’s a kid. She’ll have plenty of time for her dreams to be crushed, and the overbearing weight of the universe on her shoulders. Let her think this way while she can, Dean,” Natalia said, tugging on my heartstrings. Her reasoning was sound.

“Thanks, Nat.” I rubbed my temples, a headache pressing against my skull. “The kids are going to hate us for breaking them apart.”

Magnus sipped a cup of coffee and frowned. “They can visit all the time. We have the portal.”

“I know. You try to explain that to them,” I said.

“What’s next?” Suma asked.

“The Inlor will have to be cautious. They tell us they aren’t going to destroy any of the locals, including the plant system. There will likely be more surprises, but everything checks out. We’ve already begun the transport of the base camp materials to ground zero. They’re excited about it, and so am I,” Magnus said. “And you guys? Heading home now?”

“We are. I have to meet with Leslie and Lord Crul this week, and Dean’s heading to Earth once Regnig is all settled in,” Mary told them.

It was already shaping up to be a busy time.

“What about this Udoon Station plan? Are we trying to trap a Kold?” Suma asked.

I nodded. “I’m going to listen to Walo and give Sergo another shot. He’s spreading word that I’ll be heading to Udoon in a couple weeks. We fully expect to have a V-shaped vessel or two visit at that time, and we’ll ambush them. I intend to learn about their plans on attacking Haven. I’m done with sitting and playing the waiting game. They’re going to attack, and we need to understand when.”

Natalia nodded. “Good. Maybe I’ll join you there.”

Magnus set his cup down and slowly peered over at his wife. “You will? When was the last time you went on a mission?”

“The kids are growing older, and you’re here. I can be of assistance. I’m also good at interrogating, if you recall,” Natalia said with a smirk.

“Only too well. I’m going on the record saying I don’t approve,” he told her.

Natalia glared at her husband, but I had a feeling she wouldn’t be joining us. Not after learning Patty was coming home.

“Then we have a tentative plan. We’ll be in touch later this week and firm up the logistics. Suma, are you accompanying us to Haven?” I asked, and she stood up.

“I hope the school board isn’t too hard on me,” Suma said.

Mary and I headed next door, Magnus and Nat behind us. It was time to break the news about Patty being pulled from the Academy, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

____________

“And that’s how you access the portal table,” Professor Thompson said.

Jules fought the urge to yawn. She knew all of this, but the others didn’t, and she was cautious not to stifle their learning. She glanced behind her to where Patty once sat, and Yent, the Molariun girl, waved at her. The seat beside the girl was empty.

Jules sighed and tried to focus on the professor’s lesson. Patty had been far less upset about being pulled from the Academy than Jules had. She understood now that it was for the best, because it was clear Patty’s head wasn’t in the game. But selfishly, Jules hated that she was now all alone in her classes. They’d already begun growing apart, Patty making all sorts of new friends, and Jules being placed in a handful of courses with older kids.

“What do you think, Jules?” Professor Thompson asked.

She hadn’t even heard him ask the question. Her cheeks burned, and her voice was small. “Can you repeat the question?”

Professor Thompson scanned the room, seeking a raised hand. Rumi’s was up, and he pointed at the Padlog boy.

“The portal rooms don’t have to be underground, but over ninety percent of all cataloged portals do happen to be beneath the planet’s surface,” Rumi said with a new self-assurance.

“That’s correct. Jules, you should pay more attention,” the teacher said, and Jules felt like she’d been slapped. He was her favorite instructor so far, not counting Suma, and she’d thought the feeling was mutual.

The man was older than her father, his hair cut short, and he wore black-framed glasses. He pulled them off and set them on his desk. She wanted to tell the man that she did know that, and the number was actually ninety-two percent, but she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. She only wanted to go home… but even there, with Patty gone, she knew she’d be miserable.

“Yes, sir,” she said instead, and Professor Thompson went on. Jules remained focused, and soon the bell rang out, ending the class.

Everyone stood, and Professor Thompson halted Jules at the door. “Jules, can you wait a moment?”

“Sure,” she said. He waited until the rest of the students were gone; then he shut the doors, sitting on top of his desk. He motioned for her to take a seat.

“Jules, how are you doing?” he asked.

“I’m fine, thank you.”

“No. Really? I know you’re uninterested in my class. It’s one of the courses the board decided was mandatory; otherwise, I’d have asked them to pass you already, so you weren’t wasting time.” A smile crossed his face.

She hadn’t been expecting that. “I’m sorry. I’ve been distracted.”

“Ah yes, the best friend. Patty is part of an important family, isn’t she?” Professor Thompson asked.

“Yes. Her father is the captain of the Horizon, our Alliance’s flagship starship.”

“That’s right. I’m sorry, I don’t stay on top of all the details. I’m only here to teach portals,” he said.

“She’s gone now. But I promise to work harder,” Jules said.

“It’s not that. I think maybe we can do a few extracurricular classes, if you like. Spend time on more important details surrounding the mysterious Shandra. What do you think?” he asked. She really liked him, and he was being so nice to her, but she could faintly hear her Papa’s voice in her head, telling her to be cautious.

“I’ll have to ask my parents,” she said.

“Of course. I’d be happy to speak with them, if you like,” Thompson said.

She shook her head. “It’s fine. I can ask. Thanks for showing an interest,” Jules said softly.

“I can always spot a star when I see one. I’ve been teaching in some capacity for twenty years now,” he said.

“Where were you teaching before?” she asked.

“Earth, before the Event. Small high school in the middle of nowhere America. I loved it. When everything changed, I stayed and tried to work on a school program before the Bhlat occupied the planet. It didn’t go over so well. Parents were traumatized, kids hard to wrangle together. It was a terrible time. Then… well, your father came along, stopped the invasion, sending most of us through the portal under the pyramid, and over to New Spero.

“That’s where my fascination with the portals came from,” he said. His gaze went distant, and Jules could nearly sense his passion for the ancient traveling stones. She wondered what he’d think if he knew she was the one who’d fixed them. He’d probably not believe her, so she kept her mouth shut. It was a secret she wasn’t allowed to share, and even she understood why.

“Did you teach on New Spero?” she asked him.

“I did. Terran One. The very first major school that was erected. It was a crowning achievement for me. When I heard about the Academy, I put my name in early, with Mayor Patel’s support. He and I had grown into friends,” he told her.

Jules had met Mr. Patel before, and she didn’t think her dad liked the mayor much. She didn’t tell that to Professor Thompson either.

“Anyway. You’d better run on to your next class, but why not see if you can join me next week for a trip to the portal?”

“Okay, I will.”

“And, Jules,” he started.

She stopped at the door, glancing back.

“Chin up. Things will improve.”

____________

“Do you think this will do?” I asked as the doors pressed wide open.

Regnig moved ahead, waddling into his new home. The drones and androids had spent the last couple of weeks working on the library, and I couldn’t believe how quickly they’d managed to dig the tunnel and add a complete structure like this underground.

Moving the library had been another issue. With Bazarn kept at high alert, Rivo had grounded all suborbital ships for two days, moving the entire contents of the library through the portals, and eventually down through the fields underneath the Gatekeepers’ Academy grounds.

It was a huge undertaking, and most of it had occurred while we’d been visiting the Horizon and heading to Gepelko. I was glad I hadn’t been there. I’d always hated helping people move houses, and this was similar, times about a thousand.

Androids were moving swiftly, stacking boxes as we walked through the foyer and into the central hall. The ceilings were fifty feet tall, and inside, we’d done our best to duplicate the feeling from his previous home. The bookshelves lined the giant curved rear wall, and there were three indented rooms along the floor, allowing for study halls, each with more shelving, and a table and four chairs centering them.

“Do you think you’ll allow students here?” I asked him.

This is wonderful. Just wonderful. I like the idea of interacting with young minds, but the library was intended to be a fortified sanctuary for information.

“Do you think that will change if inquiring minds have access to it?” I asked.

I fear not for the students, but who else might gain access. Or bribe a student to take out on their behalf. Regnig squinted around with interest.

“What if I told you this was only half of the library?” I asked, and was pleased to see his single eyebrow jump in surprise. His beak opened slightly as he stared at me.

Where is the other half? Regnig’s question pressed into my mind.

“Follow me,” I said. The drones and androids would have all blueprints wiped from their memory banks, leaving no indication of the hidden room. I led Regnig through the library, and we turned left to a kitchen, made suitable for his two-foot-tall frame. Inside, there was a pantry, and I opened it, moving aside a box of rice. I pressed a hidden button, and a door slid open to reveal a passageway.

This is the other half?

“Yes. You can keep everything you want hidden from inquisitive eyes here, and the students whom the Gatekeepers deem worthy can use the other half, with you in charge. What do you think?” I asked.

I like it. It will be good for me to be around people once again. I have so much to share with them.

I knew he was growing tired of being alone. Every time I visited with him, I could sense it even more, and now he was straight out admitting it. “I’m really glad you approve.”

The lights sprang to life as we entered the secret half. It was nearly as large as the other side, but it had more shelves and fewer seating options. There was a small desk, identical to the one he had on Bazarn, and I could already picture it being filled with random opened books strewn across its surface.

Thank you, Dean. I wish Garo could see this, Regnig said.

“He and I planned it together,” I told him. “He knew he was dying, so he brought the idea to me. We had engineers and architects involved but didn’t tell them exactly what or where it was for. And here we are.”

That makes it even more special. He was a good friend to me.

“I know you miss him. He was a great man. I’m glad you’ll be so close. You can come over any time,” I told him.

He almost appeared frightened by the prospect. He’d been so isolated that the only periods he’d ever left in the last decade were because of me.

I’d like that.

“We didn’t know what went where, so you’ll have to direct the workers. It may take a while,” I told him. There were stacks of boxes in no particular order, and in the main hall, there were countless more.

Then I’d better get at it. Come visit in a week, and I’ll have it done. Regnig’s tongue flicked out, and I shook his hand.

“I’m sure you will. I’m off to Earth, but feel free to reach out to Mary in the capital or Suma at the school should anything arise,” I told him, leaving him mumbling to himself. I could hear the thoughts as I walked away. Regnig was already digging books from the crates. “And don’t forget to have the androids do the heavy lifting!”


Thirteen

I parked the lander at the edge of the parking pad and saw the lights on at the penthouse. Good, Mary was home. I was leaving in the morning for a quick trip to Earth and wanted to have a nice quiet night at the condo with her and the kids before I went.

Things had become hectic again somehow. I knew we were only a week away from springing a trap on the Kold at Udoon, and with Jules at school and Mary working every day, we’d been forced to rely on the Nanny-bot even more. Hugo didn’t seem to mind. He was a good-natured kid, and he had fun no matter what he was doing.

The insects chirped in the fields behind the condos, near the playground, and I took my time, enjoying the fresh evening air.

“Hi, Dean,” a voice said, and I squinted to see Tim Dobbs leaning against the side of the building. He was alone; no sign of his daughter, Violet.

“Tim. I’m surprised to see you.”

“I wanted to come clean with you about something,” he said, sitting on the front steps. I leaned against the railing and listened. “I don’t live here. I can’t afford this area. I only bring Violet to the playground here because it’s nicer and safer than the one by our little hole in the wall.”

That explained why I’d seen him leaving in a transport after dinner last week. “Why didn’t you just say so? It makes no difference to me.”

He shrugged. “You know how the human brain is. We make up stories, no matter what. Anyway, I wanted to say that.”

“You came all the way here for that?” I asked.

“Yeah, it’s been bugging me. I haven’t made a lot of friends, and… you were so nice to me and Violet,” Tim said.

“Well, I appreciate you telling me that, but it really doesn’t change anything. I still like you,” I told him with a smile.

He stroked his long beard and grinned. “Good. Any chance you want to meet up this week?”

I wasn’t going to have time for much socializing in the near future, but I did need to check with Terrance to see if he’d found a role for Tim yet on Haven. I had an idea that might work out. “When’s the last time you were on Earth?”

He didn’t answer right away. “I don’t even know how long it’s been. I left early for New Spero, so around fifteen years?”

Fifteen years. Had it been that long? We’d skipped seven of them, and that meant the Event was nearing a twenty-year marker for everyone outside that group. It was so strange to think of it like that. There were fully-grown adults born after the Kraski invaded. It took a second for my head to wrap around the fact.

“Do you want to tag along? I’m heading there in the morning to visit a buddy,” I said. Truth was, it would keep Tim busy, and distract me from the coming mission. Plus, I could tell Tim needed a friend.

“I would love to!”

“What about Violet? Do you have someone who can watch her?” I asked, and he nodded.

“My neighbor. She has two of her own and told me she’d help anytime. This is great.” Tim stood up, and it was easy to see his excitement. “Going to Earth with Dean Parker. Who would have thought?”

I laughed and nodded to the door. “I have to go. I’m already late for dinner. Want me to pick you up in the morning?”

He shook his head. “I don’t want to be a bother. I’ll come here. What time?”

“Let’s say nine,” I told him.

“Thanks again for being so nice. I could really use this trip,” he admitted, shaking my hand.

“No problem. See you then,” I said, and Tim was walking away, heading toward the public transport pickup spot across the parking pad.

I headed upstairs, and the smell of roasting veggies and potatoes wafted through the air. Hugo’s mouth was covered in red sauce as I entered the dining room.

“Hi, Papa,” Jules said, waving at me. She seemed better, happier than the last few days. It was a relief.

“Sorry I’m late. Is there any food left?” I asked.

Dean answered, “I was going to eat it all but thought you might be hungry.” The kid had a smirk on his face, and it was great to see such high spirits around the condo once again.

I kissed Mary, washed my hands, and sat in my usual chair, scooping a pile of food onto my plate. “What did I miss?”

“Jules’ teacher asked to tutor her after hours,” Mary said, her lips pursed.

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“He said I’m too smart for the class, and that it’s boring me. Portals 101 is mandatory, but he thinks I could stand to learn more,” Jules said, sitting up proudly.

“He’s probably not wrong. Maybe we need to meet this professor first?” I asked, and Mary nodded.

“I called Suma, and she said that Professor Thompson is well-liked, and a great asset to the Academy. She said there’s nothing to worry about,” Mary said.

“Then I think it’s a great idea,” I said, trying the food.

We talked about the upcoming few days. Mary was going to use the Nanny-bot to bring Hugo to work with her a couple of times while I was gone, and I advised her that Tim Dobbs was joining me. She said she’d follow up at the office, and that Tim would have a job soon, if that’s what he was after.

Dinner rolled into dessert, and soon I was tucking Hugo in, followed by Jules.

“Papa,” she said as I flipped the lights off. She had a glowing night light at the edge of the room that she still slept with. It was endearing.

I sat on the edge of the bed, and she stared at me with sleepy eyes. “Yes, honey.”

“Be careful on Earth,” she said.

“I will. You take care of your brother and mom for me, okay?”

“I will,” she parroted.

“You’re a good daughter, you know that?”

She nodded, her eyes drifting closed. I leaned in, kissed her forehead, and left her to fall asleep. I was anxious to spring a trap on the Kold, because I was tired of waiting for their attack. The Academy was proving to be a great learning tool for the Alliance’s youth, and I wasn’t going to stand by while these hired goons threatened everything we’d worked so hard to build.

I gritted my teeth thinking about them. I couldn’t wait to have a live one in our custody. Where were they from, and how were they human? Had they come through the portals in Egypt, heading starward centuries ago? Longer, perhaps?

Soon enough. We’d have our answers soon enough.

I closed the door to a crack, leaving my wonderful daughter sleeping soundly.

____________

Morning came, and our routines raced by as everyone left the house, leaving me there alone. Mary had taken the Nanny-bot and Hugo with her, and I filled my pack with a few essentials. I opened my closet, eyeing the gun safe. I wasn’t expecting to need weapons in our own colony, but my gut told me to be practical. I pressed my thumb against the sensor, and it popped open slowly. Inside were two pulse rifles and three handheld pistols, one a 9MM Glock. I tucked one of the pistols into my bag.

The safe closed with a beep, and I was ready to go. With a quick check of the time, I was right on schedule. I headed outside, locking our suite, and Tim was waiting out front, a backpack slung over his shoulder and a grin peeking out from his bearded face.

“Hope you weren’t waiting long,” I told him, and he shook his head.

“Just arrived. Thanks again. You have no idea how excited I am for this,” he said. “I haven’t escaped from… from life… for years. I need this.”

“Good. You can see how far Earth has recovered,” I told him before leading the way to my private lander.

“This is yours?” he asked.

“Sure is. There are a few perks I couldn’t deny,” I said, suddenly feeling foolish. I had everything I wanted in life, never wanting for anything, and here was Tim, a single dad with no income and a small mouth to feed. I knew the social programs on Haven would cover him, but it was never enough. I’d make a point to not rub my status in his face.

We entered the small ship and tossed our packs in the rear seat. Tim came to sit up front with me as I operated the controls, shortly thereafter lifting us from the parking pad. And we were off. I took the long way, which was more scenic, heading across the fields between our place and the Gatekeepers’ Academy.

I slowed over it and lowered. “Quite the sight, isn’t it?”

Tim gawked, his mouth slightly ajar. “It is. I haven’t seen it up close before.”

“Let me know if you want to check it out. I can arrange a tour.”

“That would be great. What’s that?” He pointed to the secondary building half a kilometer from the Academy.

“That’s a maintenance facility,” I lied. That was its cover, but mostly, it contained the shield generator Garo Alnod had gifted the school. After the attack on the Academy by the Kold in the early days of construction, we weren’t taking any chances.

“Why’s it so large?” he asked.

“Have you seen the size of this place? It’s something like four hundred acres. That’s a lot of tractors and vehicles needed, not to mention spare supplies and materials for the school,” I told him, and this seemed to appease his questions about it.

“How many students are there?” he asked.

“Around five hundred.”

“And your kids are there?” he asked.

“Only Jules. The others are Magnus and Natalia’s,” I said.

“Wait…”

I realized I hadn’t mentioned that to him when he was over for dinner. We’d introduced the kids to him, and he’d assumed they were all ours. “Sorry about that. Dean and Patty aren’t ours.”

“I thought he was Dean Junior,” he said.

“We were absent during the initial colony excursions from Earth to New Spero. Turns out traveling through wormholes did something to our time, and we were away for seven Earth years. A lot changed in that time,” I said.

“Wow, those stories were true. It was hard to tell what was real and what wasn’t when it came to the comic books. Plus, we were struggling to live our lives. We didn’t receive much news about the military or intergalactic things,” Tim said.

It made sense. I wondered what it would have been like to be a normal person over the last twenty years. Perhaps ignorance was bliss, but from the anguish in Tim’s eyes, I didn’t think so.

“Consider yourself lucky, Tim. I’ve had more close calls with death than I care to think about. I’ve put my family in danger countless times,” I admitted, flying us over the Academy grounds and toward the portal region. It was a bit of a hike, but I pressed the thrusters harder, making good time. Below we saw some of the bear-like creatures heading into the foothills, and Tim watched them with interest.

A few minutes later, I settled the ship to the ground and opened the side door, only to be instantly greeted by two big armed guards.

“ID,” a man said, his voice gruff.

“Dean Parker,” I said, and the man saw my face.

“I need an ID, sir,” he said.

“I’ve never needed it before,” I told him, heading inside to the console. I had a piece of formal identification inside, and I found it, flipping it over and holding it out for the guard to see. “What’s this about?”

The man nodded and held a hand out to Tim. “New protocol. The Board has asked us to be more vigilant, and we’ve begun stepping up security.”

Tim found his pack, and eventually his ID. He passed it to the guard without a word, and the man stared at it, then at Tim. “You don’t have a beard in the picture,” he said.

“It’s an old picture,” Tim said.

“Sure. Carry on. Be safe, sir,” the guard said to me, and I thanked him.

“Is that new?” Tim asked me when we were out of earshot.

“Extremely. I wish Mary had warned me about that. I never carry the ID on me. Glad I had it in the lander.” I hiked the bag over my shoulder, and we entered the portal corridors. I’d used this particular system so many times, I forgot how exciting it could be. Tim’s eyes were darting around as we wound through the halls leading to the main Shandra room.

We stepped inside, and soon we were basking in the green glow of the crystal, the lit-up symbols on the walls reflecting from Tim’s enlarged pupils.

“You must have come through here from New Spero,” I said.

“Yeah, but I had Violet, and they only sent groups through once a week. It took me a month of waiting and paperwork; then I was so glad to have lived through the portal that I was in a hurry to gather my things and my daughter and get out of Dodge.” He ran a finger over the portal table. “I didn’t have a chance to see much.”

“Want me to show you how it works?” I asked, and he leaned over the table, waiting for a tutorial. “Recently, we’ve expanded our network,” I started.

“How?” he asked.

It was a loaded question, one I wasn’t going to be fully truthful answering. “Some of the mapping was buried deep in the main portal power source, and we dug it out,” I said, telling him a half-truth. I scrolled through the symbols. I had a lot of them memorized, but not nearly as many as my daughter. She knew all of them, or at least most. Suma was the only other person I knew that could come close.

I found the symbol for Earth and showed him. “This is for Earth.”

“And we’re going to arrive in the pyramid?” he asked.

“You bet.”

“I’ve never been to Africa,” he told me with a grin.

“That’s right. You were on the colony ships from Earth, so you weren’t evacuated through the portal. Are you ready?” I asked.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” he said, and I pressed the icon, letting the light fill the room. It slowly dissipated, and there we were, in the stone- and dirt-packed portal room on Earth. It had been cleaned up substantially, but they’d left it true to its roots. Large wooden beams stood in the corners of the room, and a few cross beams had been added for support.

“Simple as that,” I said, waving my hand like I had a magic wand in it.

The door rolled open, and a Bhlat warrior crossed its arms, eyeing us. “Dean Parker?” he asked.

“That’s what my ID badge tells me,” I said.

“The Empress would like to speak with you,” he said, turning and walking away.

Even though she was on my side, and we’d worked closely over the years, the Bhlat remained one of the most dangerous races out there, and I always felt like I was walking on eggshells near the Empress.

“I’m happy to accommodate the Empress,” I said with a smile, and we followed the warrior from the pyramid, up and up until we exited into the cool night air. Crickets chirped a constant song outside, and we were directed to an awaiting transport vessel. It was more of a hover-platform with no top, only rails.

“Were you expecting this?” Tim asked, his face conveying his nervousness. His voice lowered to a whisper. “Is this the Empress?”

“No, I wasn’t expecting to be summoned, but it’s fine. We have a great working relationship. You’re seeing more than you bargained for,” I told him.

We were the only two on the hover-table, with the exception of the warrior, who stood at the far end, using the controls to lift us in the air and away from the Pyramid of Giza, over the Sphinx, which Tim stared at, and toward the Empress’ floating palace.

It was an amazing structure, seeming far out of place among the ancient stone pyramids. Blue lights pressed from below the massive palace, the constant propulsion of the thrusters maintaining its position.

The top of the building was rounded, glass allowing light to enter naturally. The hover-table stopped, clicking into place along the outer edge of the dais, and the warrior pointed to the exit. I grabbed my pack and urged Tim to do the same.

“Don’t be afraid. If you haven’t spent much time with the Bhlat, they’re an interesting people. Strong-willed and powerful. Don’t underestimate their smarts, though. They’re one of a kind,” I said. There were a few Bhlat warriors nearby on guard, wearing thick armor, their braids hanging low on their backs. Their guns appeared far too bulky for anyone to carry, but they did so with ease.

Tim stayed clear of them as we headed along the pathway leading to the palace entrance. The ground had soft lights directing foot traffic at night, and I kept to the path until we reached the steps.

“Who are they?” Tim asked, indicating two robed Bhlat sitting and conversing under the stars.

“The others are warriors, but they have other people, like any of our cultures. The Bhlat that aren’t warriors often wear simple robes like those.” I smiled at the two women as we walked past them. Their colorful eyes told me they were of the royal bloodline.

We were stopped at the doors, which were ten feet tall, curved into an arch, and closed shut for the night. A bored guard sprang to attention as we arrived.

“I’m here to see the Empress. Dean Parker.”

The guard didn’t pause to ask any questions. He’d been given orders.

“It’s been too long,” the Empress’ familiar voice said in English from across the grand foyer. She walked down the last few steps leading to her personal wing of the palace, and her swirling pale-red eyes stared at Tim. “Who’s this?” she asked curtly.

“New friend. Tim Dobbs, meet the Empress,” I said, and Tim appeared flustered. He gave the striking woman a bow, and she laughed through sharp teeth.

“No need for that. Come, Tim. Take refreshment. Dean, I’d like a few minutes alone, if you don’t mind. Follow me,” she said, turning on a heel. We followed her up the curved staircase, and she stopped, cinching her silk-like robe tighter. “I thought you’d be here earlier. Sorry for my state. I’m a mess.”

She was as polished as I’d ever seen her, and I stifled a laugh. Flattery got you nowhere with the Empress, but I went for it anyway. “You are always majestic, Empress,” I told her.

“And there are times I wonder how you single-handedly convinced me to spare your race. Not only that, but you showed me there could be another way to war and hostility. Then I talk with you, and I understand it again. That’s why I feel the urge to meet with you so often. You know I have pressures from my generals, correct?” she asked.

My gaze landed on Tim, who was soaking it all in. “Is there someone that can find Tim a drink? He’s on vacation, after all.”

“Vacation?” The word sounded funny out of her thin lips.

“He’s here to leave the stresses of life behind for a couple of days,” I told her.

A door opened, and a shorter Bhlat woman stepped out, her blue robes matching her bright swirling robin’s-egg blue eyes. Her braids were thin, her smile natural. I couldn’t believe it.

“This is your daughter?” I asked, stepping forward. I’d kidnapped them both years ago, and I hadn’t seen the girl since then. She had to be an adult now.

“It is. Baarie, you remember Dean Parker?” her mother asked.

“How could I forget?” Baarie said in perfect English. “You came into our home, on our home world, killed our guards, and forced us to flee at gunpoint. It was the most frightening day of my life.”

“Sorry about that,” I said with a shrug. “It all worked out okay, wouldn’t you say?”

“I think so,” Baarie admitted. “I have to confess that I’m pleased with the direction the Bhlat have taken.”

I was glad to hear it.

The Empress smiled at her daughter and pointed to the hallway. “Be a gracious host and show Tim around, Baarie.”

“Yes, Empress,” her daughter said. “This way, please.”

Tim glanced at me. “Be careful,” I warned him quietly.

The Empress opened her office door, and I stepped inside, taking a seat on a plush couch. The lights were dim, soft glowing red crystals set in a row along the near wall, and the Bhlat woman took a seat beside me.

“She’s going to be a wonderful leader one day,” the Empress said.

“I can’t believe how grown up she is,” I said. “I’ve been struggling with time lately. It’s moving too fast. My own kids are growing up too quickly.”

“How are they?” she asked.

“Good.” I left out my constant concern about Jules. The Empress was on my list of allies that really didn’t need to know about her abilities. “Jules is doing well at the Academy.”

“The school is quite the place. I see weekly reports on our current students,” she told me.

I was shocked that the Empress would waste her time receiving updates like that, but I left my reservation to myself. “Jules has some Bhlat in her classes and seems to be getting along with them all.” I smiled, wanting to skip the formalities and chit-chat. “Why did you bring me here?”

She didn’t move a muscle, only opened her mouth, revealing sharp teeth before closing her lips again. She appeared to be calculating her words. “There’s been some trouble from the humans.”

This was news to me. “What kind of trouble?”

“An explosion went off in one of your cities in the land you once called America. Your leader, Paul, swears they caught the perpetrator, but he won’t grant me access to the captive. I’d very much like to speak with the man.” Her eyes were intense, her voice a low growl. “I’ve told you before, I don’t mind letting humans live on Earth, but don’t ever be fooled. Earth is not yours. It belongs to the Bhlat,” she said.

It was the first time I’d heard her speak like this, and I didn’t appreciate the blatant threat. I tried to remain calm. “Empress, I don’t need to remind you that we’re all members of the same Alliance, and we’ve fulfilled all ends of the bargain I struck with you all that time ago. We understand Earth isn’t owned by the humans any longer, and I’ll speak with Paul about the arrangement. Please don’t feel the need to push me around on the subject, because as you can understand, it’s a touchy area for everyone.”

She squinted, considering my words. “I always liked you, Dean Parker. Even when you came in guns blazing. No one had ever done that, and it took a lot of…”

“Luck?” I asked, throwing a joke into the mix.

“No. Determination. You had no choice, and you did what you needed to for survival. You bartered away an entire planet to save them. I will never forget that, but I’m not trying to push you around. You know this. If I wanted to do that, you wouldn’t be here right now. None of you would,” the Empress said, and for the first time in years, I truly wondered if we were safe living on Earth any longer.

“I understand. I’ll talk with Paul tomorrow and straighten it all out. Any other problems?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Not unless you have a solution for cleaning dust out of one’s robes.” It was her turn at attempting to break the tension, and I appreciated the gesture.

“Where was the attack?” I asked.

“Near the capital. On the outskirts, luckily. It appears it went off early, because why would someone blow up a suburb of a metropolis when the core went unharmed?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” I admitted.

“Who’s your friend? Really?” she asked.

“He recently moved to Haven and is having a difficult time acclimating to his new life.”

She didn’t seem to believe me.

“Seriously. He’s a friend. I thought it might do him some good to come with me and see the old world.” It wasn’t my place to spill all of Tim’s beans.

“Very well. I’d like to see the bomber here in two days’ time. Take one of my ships. Please bring the detained with you,” she ordered, and I had no choice but to tell her I would.

I found Tim sitting at a bar, half a clear beverage left, the Empress’ daughter telling a quiet story to him. I noticed the guards staring at the two of them, and the anger in their faces, and wondered if we were really standing in a tinder pile, ready to go up in flames by staying on Earth with the violent race in charge.

“Come on, Tim. Time to move,” I told him.

“Are you sure? You could have a seat?” he asked, patting a stool beside him.

“No, thank you. We have somewhere to be,” I said, a little firmer.

He clued in after eyeing the guards, as if understanding my undertones. “Great. Thank you for keeping me company, Your Highness.” Tim bowed clumsily to the Empress’ daughter, who only smiled at the bearded man.

“Come again soon,” she said, and I tugged on Tim’s arm, walking quickly from the palace bar, through the lobby, and out into the fresh night air.

“We need to leave,” I said.

“What the problem?” he asked.

“There’s been an attack.”

“What? Who did it?” he asked, chasing after me.

“I intend to find out.”


Fourteen

The Bhlat pilot lowered the suborbital ship outside my farmhouse, and settled it to the ground. It was the first time they’d demanded to shuttle me over. I could sense the growing unease with the current situation and didn’t like it.

I tried to not let Tim see my disquiet, but he must have noticed, because for the last half hour of the trip, neither of us spoke. It was evening on this half of the world, and I breathed in the familiar scents as we watched the vessel take off, leaving us here alone. I had a lander to pilot that was parked outside the barn, so I wasn’t worried about arriving to my meeting with Paul.

“This is all yours?” Tim asked.

“Yep. I grew up here. See that room on the top right?” I pointed at a bedroom window of the two-story farmhouse.

“I do.”

“That was my bedroom. You can take my sister’s old room.”

“I didn’t know you had a sister,” Tim said, slapping a mosquito on his arm.

“She lives with her husband, my old best friend, on New Spero. I haven’t seen them in too long.” I stared at the house, recalling the year Mary and I had spent with little Jules here. It had been the most ordinary year since the Event, but also the most rewarding.

I heard the horses neighing from the next farm over and wondered if one was Jules’ horse. They’d agreed to take on our two horses while we were away. That had been years ago now, but Mary always made sure to send them supplies.

“This seems like a nice place to grow up,” Tim said. “I can’t believe Earth is even inhabitable, and that people live here.”

We walked toward the house, and I half expected Maggie to greet me as I took the pathway. She was safe on Haven with the family right now.

“It was a nice place to be raised. Where did you grow up?” I asked him.

“Texas. My parents loved it there, but I wasn’t much of a football fan, so I never really felt like I fit in. I mean, I like a good medium-rare steak and barbecue sauce as much as the next guy, but our town was next level. My dad liked it a little too much, and he died about five years before the Event. Mom ended up staying in the house, but she didn’t make it,” Tim said.

“The Event?”

He nodded as I found a key for the house, unlocking the doors. Everything was as we’d left it, and I was grateful not to find the house broken into or damaged from weather.

“She was on number twenty-two. Died in the flu outbreak. There weren’t enough fluids to keep the older ones alive.” Tim put on a smile and shrugged. “What can you do?”

“How old were you?” I asked him. It was hard to tell with the beard. There were grays and whites mixed into the otherwise brown hairs, making it difficult to judge.

“I was twenty-one,” he said, putting him at about forty years old. Even with the seven years lost, I was a few years older than him. More than a few, maybe, but I honestly couldn’t remember how old I was currently, and I didn’t want to do the math.

There was enough dusk light coming through the front window as I pulled the drapes open to illuminate the house, and Tim let out an admiring whistle.

“This house is great. You renovate it yourself?” he asked.

“Sure did. About eight years ago. My girl was a little tyke. I wanted somewhere to lay low with the family,” I said.

“And how did that turn out?” he asked.

“Not as well as I’d planned. Apparently, there are too many moving pieces to starting an Alliance of Worlds, and creating starships, and building colonies. I was telling myself that I’d stay out of it, and yet, here I am, constantly being pulled toward it.”

“Would you be happy otherwise?” Tim asked, already trying to read me.

“You’re right. I wouldn’t be. I become bored faster than I care to admit. I don’t think I’m cut out to be a homemaker,” I admitted.

“I hear you.”

“Speaking of which, I’m trying to throw my weight around and hook you up with a job on the Academy residence expansion,” I told him.

“What do you mean?” he asked suddenly, shock on his face.

“Sorry, Tim. I should have spoken to you first. You’d mentioned that you’d worked on the initial Terran One colony teams, and I thought you’d be a good fit to work on the Academy project. Mary brought your name to the Board, and you should be cleared to start in a week or so,” I said.

His face was a little contorted, as if he were flustered with the whole thing. “Thank you, Dean. I’m sorry about the reaction. I’m just a little shocked, that’s all. I’ve been with Violet all the time for the last couple years. It’ll be hard to deal with the separation.”

“There’s a facility on site for childcare,” I told him.

“That’s great.”

“It’s for the staff of the Gatekeepers’ Academy, professors, kitchen crews, custodial teams; all of them,” I said, proud of the fact we’d made the workplace easier for everyone. The staff loved being fed and having their little ones safe and sound while they worked through the day.

“How can I ever thank you?” Tim asked.

“There’s also a vacancy in my neighborhood. One of the tenants is moving to Spero, and I put your name on the list to take over the unit,” I said, adding to the surprise. Tim was genuinely thrilled now, and tears formed in the corners of his eyes. He sniffled them away and walked over, giving me a hug.

“I know we’re not that close, but I couldn’t help it,” he said as he pulled away. “Why are you doing all of this?”

I kicked off my shoes and went into the kitchen, checking the cupboards. “Because I have the ability to help, and I think you deserve a break.”

“I really appreciate it. If you ever need anything, I’m the man,” he said.

“How about a coffee?” I asked, finding the filters. I’d ordered some food from the local store in preparation for my arrival, and they had a key to the house. Some things were so advanced with all our technology, and others were regressing to the days of service and rural life. I liked the dichotomy.

I pulled a glass bottle of fresh local cream from the fridge and pressed start on the coffee brewer.

“I’ll show you to your room.” I grabbed my pack and led him through the hall, the original hardwood floors creaking under our weight. I’d refinished them, but I’d left some of the floorboards as they were, opting for the familiar squeaks and groans of an old house. I found it more comforting, like I could hang on to a previous life, remembering the way my father would walk down the hall, the sound of his steps as he’d come to tuck me in at night.

I pointed Tim to the guest room, and he went in to check it out. I moved on to the master at the far left, and tossed my pack on the bed. It was almost hard to imagine there was so much going on out there, in space. Intergalactic wars, colonies, wormholes, and time travel. Here it was peaceful, a part of my history, and if there was a heaven, I wanted this to be my backdrop for eternity.

I noticed the built-in console on my wall beside the bed was blinking red, and I decided to check the messages in the kitchen. I freshened up in the bathroom and returned to the kitchen, activating the console while Tim was otherwise occupied.

There were over a dozen messages, some dating to last year. I skipped over them, and checked the newest. It was from today, and was marked urgent. I pressed it, and Paul’s voice carried through the speakers.

“Dean, if you’re here, let me know. I need to see you as soon as possible. It’s Paul,” he said, the call ending.

I assumed it was related to the attack or bomb in the States, and dialed him up. The console showed a blank screen with a number for Paul etched across it. His face appeared, and it was more haggard than I was used to.

“Paul, is everything okay?” I asked him.

He glanced around nervously. “You’re at the house?”

“I am.”

“Stay put. I’ll be there soon.” The image faded, and I tapped the screen. He’d ended the call.

“Who’s that?” Tim asked from the living room.

“That’s the man I’ve come to see. It appears he has something urgent. I wasn’t planning on meeting with him until tomorrow. We’re going to have company,” I said.

“The more the merrier.”

I found two coffee cups, and we filled them, heading out to the rear deck. It overlooked the farm fields, and from here, you could catch the last of the sunlight reflecting off the tallest of the skyscrapers in the distance.

“What’s it like to be on Earth?” I asked Tim as he rocked in an original chair.

“It’s surreal.” He peered up at the thin clouds and to the stars beyond, which were becoming visible in the darkening night sky. “I never thought I’d be here again.”

“What do you miss most about before?” I asked.

“So many things. I miss my wife more than anything, but from old Earth, I miss going to drive-in movies with friends. I miss my parents; the smell of my mom’s home cooking; the sound of my dad’s booming voice as he told me to choke up on the baseball bat. I miss my old cats, and I miss the smell of a fresh newly-opened textbook, because it meant another year of school, where maybe I would have the chance to become popular.” Tim’s voice was low, and he took a sip of his coffee.

I sat in silence, soaking his answer up. “You’re one of a kind, buddy. I’m glad we met.” I lifted my cup, and we clinked coffee mugs.

“So am I. If only those kids could see me now, hanging out with the Hero of Earth, Dean Parker himself.” Tim laughed.

“Isn’t it weird? So many people we used to know in real life are still out there somewhere. I never think about it, but when I ran my own accounting firm, I had somewhere around fifty clients. Where are they now? Where are the doctors and teachers, the small business owners that ran the local hardware stores, the diners, and the bowling alleys?

“I never give it much thought, but it really is strange to consider. Did you ever look anyone up?”

He shook his head. “No, I never thought much about it either. Victoria and I moved to New Spero, and we were so deep into the settling of Terran One that we didn’t have time for inquiries. When it was over, we were dealing with her issues, then we were pregnant. Life has a way of distracting your mind from those kinds of details, doesn’t it?”

“It sure does,” I agreed. “Just so you know, there’s been a bomb set off near New York, and that’s why my friend Paul is coming over now. I didn’t tell you all the details earlier, because I didn’t want to discuss it near the Bhlat.” I thought it fair to warn him. I wouldn’t have asked him along if I’d expected any danger.

“What happened? Do you know?”

Lights from a lander shone over the neighboring farmer’s field, indicating answers were on their way. “I expect we’ll learn shortly.”

I stood up and set my cup on the hard wooden surface, and walked over the balcony steps toward the landing pad near the edge of the yard. The lander settled, and the lights cut out as someone killed the engine.

A woman stepped out from the gullwing door first, a rifle in her hand, and I reached for my hip in reaction, only I wasn’t armed. Paul popped his head out next, and he waved, washing away any threat. Seconds later, he tugged another man from inside the lander, sending him running forward before falling flat to his face on the dirt. Paul roughly pulled the man up to his feet, and I saw now that his hands were bound, his legs shackled. I instantly knew who this was. It was the perpetrator the Empress had told me I must return to her.

I wasn’t thrilled that Paul had dragged him to my home, my solace from the hectic spacefaring life I led outside of my farmhouse.

“Sorry for the late visit,” Paul shouted as they neared my balcony. Tim stood behind me, leaning against the railing.

“That’s okay. I’m more concerned about the guest you’re bringing,” I told him.

“I didn’t want to wait. Things are heating up at home. The people want to string him up and quarter him, the Empress is breathing down my neck to interrogate him, and I want some damned answers. I thought you might too,” Paul said. He stopped, and I stared at the prisoner.

He wasn’t much to look at. Nondescript, white, thin gray-brown hair, and thick stubble over his chin. His eyes were dark, and he glowered as he stood incapacitated.

“This is my head of security at our community,” Paul said. “Dean, meet Kara.”

She stepped up, slinging her rifle over her shoulder. She shook my hand firmly, her hand callused and warm. “Nice to meet you, Kara,” I told her.

“Likewise.” She glanced up to Tim, who smiled and walked over.

“I’m Tim.” He shook both of their hands and regarded the captive, stepping away from the glaring man.

“What are we supposed to do with him?” I asked.

“You could let me go,” he said, his voice accented. I tried to place it but couldn’t. Polish, perhaps?

“He’s a regular comedian, this one,” Paul said. “How about the barn?”

I didn’t want to ask him if it was to keep the blood from my hardwood, and nodded. “The barn will do.”


Fifteen

“I’m telling you the truth,” he said, his chin resting on his chest.

“What do you think?” Paul asked me.

“I think he knows we aren’t like him. That we won’t resort to torture to pull answers,” I said. I walked across the dirt floor of the barn. The string lamp holder swayed in a breeze, sending shadows dancing around the ground, and I grabbed his head, craning his face to meet mine. “Why did you detonate so far from town?”

“I messed up, that’s why. I didn’t have…” His eyes went wide as I ran a hand roughly across his temple.

“Did you see this?” I stopped, showing Paul.

“What is it?” he asked.

I rubbed harder, and his skin turned darker near the eyes. “Son of a … he’s a Kold.”

“You mean the ones who attacked Haven?” Paul asked. “What are they doing here?”

“That’s a great question. Maybe he can shed some light onto the subject?” I shouted, anger filling my veins. I was glad I’d asked Tim to stay inside, because I was turning into something I rarely saw in myself.

“I don’t answer to you,” he said with anger, his accent even thicker now.

I clocked the man in the face, unable to restrain myself. “What are you doing on Earth? How did you get here?”

No answer, and I cocked my hand back. He spat at me, hitting me in the chest, and I swung again, sending his head reeling to the side.

“Why are you here?” I yelled again.

“You’ll learn soon enough, human,” he said. I could see the tattoos on the side of his face and head now. They were intricately designed, comprised of woven lines and circular symbols.

“What do the Kold want with us?” Paul asked him, clearly wanting to be the calm one. Kara hung behind us, holding her weapon up at ready.

“It doesn’t matter what you know. It’s inevitable,” he said, blood dripping over his chin.

“What is? What’s inevitable?” I asked him.

“Your demise. We don’t fail. Do you have any idea how many of us there are already among you?” he asked.

I stood up straight, tensing. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I was here for two years. Two years before they gave me orders to set the bomb off.” He laughed now, as if he’d told the world’s funniest joke. “Two years. You have no idea who you’re messing with.”

I turned from him, the Kold prisoner cackling away. My arm pressed on Paul’s back as I directed him to the edge of the room. “This is bad. If he’s telling the truth, we have no clue how many Kold might have infiltrated our ranks.”

Paul rubbed his eyes, appearing ten years older. “This is a disaster. He may be desperate. He may be making stuff up, trying to show value so we don’t kill him.”

“I disagree. I don’t know why we hadn’t considered the possibility before. I mean, God, what were we doing? We’ve been expecting an assault on Haven, and it’s been years now. What if it hasn’t come because they were spending those five years sneaking among us?” I was on the right track; I could feel it. “Damn it! How were we so blind?” I kept my voice low, and my frustration oozed from my words.

“We don’t know that for sure, Dean. We truly can’t trust this guy.”

“Why did the bomb go off on the outskirts of the city?” I asked him. “It had to be premeditated.”

“That I don’t know.”

“Wait… we were at Garo Alnod’s funeral a month ago, and there was a huge explosion planned there. They wanted to take out the entire funeral attendees, as well as destroy the ancient Peaks of Duupa. We were sure it was the Kold there too,” I told Paul.

“They’re generating chaos,” Paul said. “But to what end?”

I glared at the bound man, who’d ceased his incessant laughing. He watched us with dark eyes, his thick brows shadowing his orbital bones.

“To our end. They’ve been hired by Lom of Pleva’s people, we know that much,” I said loudly. I stalked over to the prisoner. “The Kold are nothing but bottom dwellers, taking credit for doing other people’s dirty work. Lom’s paying them to destroy the Academy for some reason.”

The man’s face went slack.

“Where do you live?” I asked him.

“You’ll never know,” he said.

“The Kold are homeless and guiltless. How could a race so obviously derived from our DNA be so callous and cold?” I asked him.

“Humans are weak. We are not.”

“But you come from here. You must. Did you originate from the portal, or were you created in a test tube by Lom of Pleva, like the hybrids?” I asked him, and he fought to stand, our ropes keeping him firmly tied to the wooden chair.

“We’re nothing like them, or you,” he said venomously.

“I know. You are nothing,” I told him quietly. “Come on, Paul. Let’s talk inside. Kara, do you mind keeping an eye on this one? I want him alive for when we deliver him to the Empress.”

The Kold’s eyebrows raised, and his eyes darted around, and he started to shout obscenities at us. I grabbed a roll of duct tape from the edge of the barn and wrapped two layers around his mouth for good measure.

____________

“Don’t let your people panic, Paul,” I told him.

“I know. It’s going to be hard not to worry them after the attack. Twelve people were killed,” he said.

“That’s terrible, but it could have been much worse,” I admitted. “How are Sammy and Brittany?”

Paul visibly relaxed at the mention of his wife and daughter. His wife had originally fled with their daughter to New Spero when we’d vacated Earth under the initial Bhlat incursion, only for him to end up being reunited with her a couple of years later.

“They’re really good, Dean. I’m sorry we had to meet up like this. I hadn’t expected these unfortunate circumstances,” he told me.

I was angry for letting myself become so upset in the barn. I’d wanted to throttle the Kold. Even now, calmed, I still wanted to go out there and mess him up.

“Do you think we can squeeze more information out of him?” I asked Paul. We were on the deck, and Tim was inside, since I’d asked for privacy. I didn’t want him tied up in our business, and I wished I hadn’t brought him along on this trip of all trips.

“I don’t know, but I do think he offered up more than he should have,” Paul said.

“How so?”

“He admitted he was a Kold, and that they’re living among us. He told us he’s been here for two years, which means there are Kold among us on Earth, probably on New Spero, and definitely on Haven. What better way to infiltrate? It’s just like the hybrids did on the order of the Kraski, leading up to the Event,” Paul said.

“Except now we know.” I nodded, picking up his logic.

“That’s right. Now we know.”

“We need to screen everyone. We almost died on Bazarn because of them, and now there’s an attack on Earth. Where’s it leading to?” I asked.

Paul looked deep in thought. “Maybe they haven’t made it to Haven yet. Why strike these outliers if their target is the Academy?”

“You could be right, but we need to find a way to screen our entire human population, regardless,” I said.

“There’s going to be some real pushback on that, especially on New Spero. You know how bureaucratic it’s become over there. The mayors think they don’t have to answer to anybody,” Paul said.

“Do they?”

“Yes, they answer to the people.”

“Well said, but that doesn’t change the fact that they’ll oppose such an invasive test,” I said, agreeing with his earlier comment.

“Then we tell them it’s something else.” Paul snapped his fingers, an idea sparking. “That’s it! We have Clare and Nick create a test, and we tell them it’s precautionary against some alien virus that’s spreading over the known galaxy.”

“We lie to them?” I asked.

“What’s better? Widespread panic?”

I rocked in my chair, glancing toward the lights of the distant city. “Won’t they panic about an alien virus?”

“We let them know it’s not deadly; that it’s a new cold or flu strain that could be harmful to children or the elderly if caught. Something like that. I’m sure your doctor friend will be able to create a name and prognosis for it easily enough.”

“Good call. Paul, be vigilant. I have to deliver this Kold to the Empress,” I said.

“I know. I wish we didn’t have to. There’s so much more we can learn from him.” Paul clenched his jaw closed.

“I’ll speak with her and ask her to relay any details. I imagine the Bhlat have methods of making someone talk that we don’t even want to think about,” I told him.

“I bet you’re right. Sorry our meeting ended up like this. Maybe when it’s all over, we can gather the families for a barbecue,” Paul said.

“I’d like that.”

We stayed up for another hour, developing a screening protocol, trying to identify hidden Kold people among us, and I filled him in on my plan to draw them out at Udoon Station. Soon he was taking the second guest room, since it was so late, and I went to bed, hating the fact that a Kold was so close to my house as we slept.

____________

Jules set her tray on an empty table on the edge of the lunchroom. Students had been kinder to her since she’d been responsible for a field trip to the surface of a new world, but that was short-lived. It wasn’t that they were mean; instead they were only… distant. She didn’t even bother saying hello to most of them as they passed in the halls, because the lack of response was heartbreaking.

She poked at the food on her plate with a fork and wished Patty was there beside her. The other girl always made friends quickly and easily, and by proxy, Jules had had people surrounding her. It had felt like she was in a group of friends, but the truth became evident the moment her real best friend was no longer attending the Academy. She was once again alone.

Rumi was the only one who gave her the time of day, but he was only in half of her classes, and he usually ate lunch at a different hour than her. It was fine, she told herself. She didn’t need any of them. Once she was grown up and a full Gatekeeper, she’d have a partner, and they would be as close as siblings. She’d be a hero, and the entire Alliance would want to speak with her and be friends, like they did with Papa.

She ate a few bites of the food, finding it tasteless, and saw Dean walk into the lunchroom. He was with a few of his classmates, and his gaze found hers briefly before he let it settle on a table across the room from her. He led his group there, and Jules felt the last of her composure snap.

Jules had to stop being so depressed. She closed her eyes and let her powers drift over the barrier. She knew her eyes were glowing green, but she kept them pressed shut as she used the abilities to calm herself, to focus on something, anything but the pain of being so lonely.

A seething hatred for everything around them filled her, and for a moment, she thought it was her own loathing. It wasn’t. She was picking up someone else’s thoughts, like a radio picking up a distant message.

It was powerful, but she couldn’t look up. Doing so would give away her eyes, and she would be even further ostracized. Jules tried to hone in on the unyielding emotion seeping from the person, but couldn’t tell if it came from a man or a woman, human or otherwise.

The message was clear: the Academy must be destroyed.

The feeling released almost as suddenly as it entered her mind, and she pressed the powers away, snapping them shut with a groan. She ran for the main exit, trying to see who had vacated the lunchroom. There were too many of them.

Jules rushed to a group of students and stood by the lockers, watching them go by. There were three humans, two girls and one boy, along with a Keppe, Bhlat, and Molariun.

“What’s her Highness want with us?” one of the girls said, her lips twisted in a snarl.

“I don’t know, but I’d stay away. I heard she eats Padlog eggs for breakfast,” the armored Keppe said, garnering a laugh from the group.

It had to be one of them, but which one? She tried to block their mocking voices from her head, but it was impossible. Jules fled the halls, past Professor Thompson, who called after her. She pressed through the double doors and outside, not stopping there.

She did have one friend, at least – two if she counted Suma, who was her professor, so she had to be kind to Jules. It was raining now, and Jules wasn’t prepared for the precipitation. The clouds were dark and angry, mirroring Jules’ mood as she trod down the cobblestone pathways, around the beautiful campus.

She remembered the feeling she’d had on her first day. She’d been six years old, with so much to look forward to. How quickly things had turned for her. Instead of being excited and thrilled to come to the Academy every day, she’d grown to fear and resent the school and the people attending it. It shouldn’t be like this. She was meant for big things, not for whatever this was she felt. Alone, afraid, tormented.

No one was supposed to know about the library yet, but Jules had already visited to see Regnig. She hoped he wasn’t going to be mad that she was coming to see him unannounced. The rear of the Gatekeepers’ Academy had a false wall added on, and no one had questioned it because of the constant construction taking place at the school. Additions here, restructuring there.

She neared it, peered around, and pressed the hidden access button her dad had showed her. The door slid open, and she stepped in quickly, shutting it behind her. Jules was sure no one had seen her enter the secret passageway, and now her pulse raced in excitement. This was where she truly felt alive.

The corridor was short, leading her to a door and a PIN pad. She tapped in the access code, a seven-digit sequence, and the elevator pinged open. Everything was shiny and metallic here, a contradiction to the rustic wood covering the entire library. Jules preferred Regnig’s style to the modern robotic metal walls and floors that the Academy opted for.

The elevator lowered automatically because there was only one floor it exited on, and that was the bottom: the library.

A minute later, the elevator came to a halt, and she stepped out, suddenly feeling foolish for running away like that. A few tears were dried on her cheeks, making them tight, and she scrubbed at them with her hands before knocking on the large wooden entrance door.

Who is it? The familiar bird-man’s voice entered her head, and she instantly found herself smiling.

“It’s me, Jules.” And as if that wasn’t enough, she added, “Jules Parker.”

The door sprang open, and the small man stood there, his single eye open wide, his beak closed tightly. Well, this is a surprise. Do come in.

“Sorry for coming unannounced,” Jules said, trying to be as polite as possible. It was an attribute her mom always enforced when Jules was talking with her elders, and Jules abided by it.

No bother. I was only setting up. You’d think with all the help, I’d be done, but… I’m learning something about myself here. Regnig stood with his wings bent, his small hands on his hips.

“What are you learning?” Jules asked, genuinely curious.

That I’m a little more obsessive-compulsive than I thought. I know the old library appeared to be in some disarray, but it was my disarray. My chaos. I can’t have the place too organized, because it will drive me crazy, if that makes any sense.

Jules wasn’t sure it did, but she nodded anyway.

Where are my manners? Come on in. I’ll provide something to drink. Regnig turned around, and Jules followed him from the foyer into the main library. Papa had told her there was a second library, one that was secret, and that she couldn’t tell a soul. She would never break that trust, not for Papa, and not for Regnig.

The room was majestic and so tall, dark wooden shelving rising all along the walls, stretching from the floor to the ceiling where intricate shapes were carved into the top. There were important symbols from around the universe, each meaningful to various alien races, but Jules wasn’t familiar with any of them. She’d have to ask about that later.

The shelves were three-quarters full of books, and Jules walked past the tables at the center of the space, heading for the volumes upon volumes of works. “Why do you have so many paper books?”

As opposed to electronic?

“Yes. We rarely see paper in classes. The Keppe and Padlog haven’t used it for a long time,” Jules said, brushing her fingers along the spines of some ancient tombs.

Some races have never known paper, and don’t even have a written word like humans.

“Didn’t they have stories?”

They did, but they told them to one another in person, tales of adventure passed on verbally from generation to generation. I have a feeling your father has told you some real tales, has he not?

Jules smiled and nodded. “Sure he has.”

Then it’s much like that. You don’t expect him to write them down, stitch a book out of it and make you read it, do you?

Jules considered this, and found it made a lot of sense. “No. He would rather tell me. And I’d rather he talk about the adventures. It’s more real when I can see the fear and excitement in his face.”

That’s right. And one day, you’ll tell those stories to your children, and you won’t be so far off those people I was telling you about, will you?

Jules had never had anyone suggest she might have children of her own one day. She was far too young to consider that, but the idea sounded so foreign, so different than the path she found herself on. She didn’t bother to dwell on it, but headed to Regnig’s side, where he sat at a small table, two glasses of a pink liquid poured.

Three androids walked by, carrying crates, and Regnig grabbed his tablet, typing frantically into it. One flaw of being telepathic, he said. I can’t talk to androids. I must send them electronic messages.

The robots moved away soundlessly, and Jules wondered why they were so different than Dubs. He was always talkative and fun to be around. Most androids were cold and robotic. She’d have to investigate that too. Regarding the numerous stacks of books, she was sure the answer would be inside this room somewhere.

What brings you here, little one? Isn’t it midday? Shouldn’t you be in classes? Regnig took a sip of his beverage, making an audible refreshed sound after.

“I needed to… escape,” she said.

Tell me.

She didn’t plan on going there to unload her tension, but she found that once he asked, she couldn’t control herself. “Patty is kicked out, and now I have no friends in school. Except Rumi, but he’s silly, and doesn’t care about grades and stuff like that. Patty’s brother Dean ignores me, like everyone else, but at least he’s never mean to me.

“Most of my teachers are so boring, and the only one I like is Professor Thompson, because he’s so nice to me and knows I’m smart. Suma’s nice too, but sometimes I feel like that’s only because of Papa, and the classes are too easy. I want to be a Gatekeeper, but it’s going to take so long to become one, and I don’t know if I can do it, Regnig.”

The words flowed out of her mouth, and she felt the warm tears streaming down her cheeks again. She wiped them away angrily, mad with herself for letting everyone get the best of her.

My little one. That’s far too much to deal with for one so young. Perhaps you’re looking at things the wrong way.

“What do you mean?” Jules asked.

I’ve spent most of my life alone, and there have been times when I didn’t know how to cure my loneliness. I’ve always felt different than others.

He was a two-foot-tall bird-man who spoke telepathically, so she could understand this.

You see, there’s an entire world of people just like me. It’s a thriving planet, an entire system actually, with three prosperous worlds where we flourish. Even there, with seven siblings and wonderful parents, I never felt like I fit in. I was more of a reader than a warrior or businessman. My parents wanted me to take over their transport company, but I wanted other things. I read all the time, and when an opening to work at the planet over’s national library found me, I took the opportunity.

A young Garo Alnod was visiting on some business, and I met him there, at my workplace.

“How long ago was this?” Jules asked, imagining a younger Regnig, with hopes and dreams.

Hundreds of years. Garo lived a long life, longer than most of his kind. He was so young, idealistic, but well-read. He often found libraries on the worlds he visited for business. The man was forever interested in learning about different cultures, as he knew that to understand the culture and traditions of a people, he could trade with them easier and more successfully.

We bonded then, and each time he came around we would visit, until one time, years later, he told me about this new world he’d acquired, Bazarn Five. He wanted to add a library, one to store the universe’s biggest secrets, and he asked me to be the curator and guardian of the sacred spot.

“And you said yes?”

Actually, I said no the first two times. Eventually he returned, demanding I at least see the space he’d built. I agreed, and never returned home. I fell in love with Bazarn, and with the library.

“It must have been hard to leave it and come here,” Jules said quietly.

It has been difficult, but with Garo passed on, it was time for a change. It was all I knew for years, but now… in my golden age, I can do something different, something powerful, and by becoming part of the Academy, I have found a new purpose, one that had been lost over the years. Regnig took another sip of his drink.

“Papa thinks you’re special. So do I,” Jules told him. She’d loved being around the strange man ever since she could walk, and that hadn’t changed. Already she was in a better mood, having sat down to talk with Regnig. It was a gift he had.

Your dad is an important man in our history.

“Our history?”

Well, once something occurs, it is technically history, but I view this age as an important one. Never did I expect an Alliance to encompass such powerful allies. The universe is a vast and dangerous place, and for races like the Keppe, Molariuns, Padlog, Inlor, Shimmali, Bhlat, Motrill… It’s not only amazing, it’s impossible. Until your father arrived, that is.

“Is he that important?” Jules asked him.

Regnig nodded his head, his beak opening slightly. He is very important. Would you care to see something I’ve been working on?

“I’d like that,” Jules said, following his lead as he walked away from the main library. They headed for the kitchen, and Regnig opened a pantry, finding a secret door behind it.

Jules hadn’t been to this second half yet, and felt a thrill running through her veins as they stepped on the other side, Regnig closing the door behind them, sealing them from the soon-to-be public half of the library.

It was beautiful in here, much the same as the open-air library, but slightly more compact, more intimate. Jules wanted to bring her things, move in, and never go to classes again.

What do you think? Regnig asked.

“I love it.”

They’ve really spoiled me, haven’t they?

“You deserve it,” Jules told him. Most of the books were up on this side, and already she noticed how the desk had a few volumes opened, Regnig never stopping his research, even in the middle of a move.

This way. Regnig hobbled through the rustic library, leading her to the far edge, where he tapped a code into a keypad, the dark ornate doors swinging open. It was a large bedroom, and she saw a miniature bed tucked away in the corner. She’d almost expected the man to sleep on a stick in a bird cage, and laughed out loud at the preposterous idea.

He pointed to the desk on the opposite end of the room, and he flicked on dim lights, a soft yellow glow illuminating from faux torches along the walls.

This is where I work on it. Regnig sat on the chair and leaned forward, a light flashing over his single eye. With an audible click, the desk split open, and a book lifted from the center. It was large and leather-bound. Regnig flipped it closed and motioned her forward.

Jules read the title: Dean Parker, Recaster: A Tale of Survivors. Goosebumps rose, covering her arms, and she rubbed her hands over them quickly. “Has Papa seen this?”

Regnig shook his head. Not yet. He says he doesn’t want to.

“What’s in it?” she asked, setting a hand on the top of it. The letters were embossed, perfectly stitched.

Everything, my dear. Everything.


Sixteen

We lifted from the city and headed toward the East River. It was surreal being in my old home state. Manhattan appeared much the same from a distance, but when you drifted closer, you could tell half of the buildings had been redone, some torn to the ground and reconstructed using new technology.

The entire island was powered using solar cells gifted by the Shimmali people, and the cores were created using Inlorian bars, amplifying the technology tremendously. The end result was amazing. They had enough power stored in the cells to give electricity to ten greater Manhattans.

We’d dropped off Paul at his home in Central Park. They’d built a stronghold west of Strawberry Fields, and it housed their entire original farming crew. Since people had been allowed to return to Earth from New Spero, many had opted for the transition, though not nearly as many as we’d initially expected. This city had half a million spread out among it, as did about ten cities in the country; otherwise, there was nothing being powered. We’d given at least fifty smaller energy cores away to individual groups who’d decided to set out on their own.

Paul told us that one settlement had started in the deserts near Tucson, and they were thriving and growing by the week. He thought it might be the first non-sanctioned city to reach a hundred thousand people, and normally, I would have been thrilled at their tenacity and ingenuity. But with the Empress’ underlying threats, I wasn’t so sure any longer. I’d hate to have to evacuate everyone from Earth, and I would do anything to ensure that didn’t happen.

I’d told Paul as much, and he thanked me.

I lifted the ship up, having taken one of Paul’s landers with me. Kara remained with us, watching over the captive Kold. His lips had sealed, and he no longer laughed, mocked, or said anything to us. He was as good as useless. I knew he wouldn’t be for long, once the Bhlat had their way with him. I couldn’t feel bad about what was coming his way. He was a terrorist, and he’d infiltrated our people with intent for destruction.

“Sorry this trip has been so messed up, Tim,” I told my new friend. He sat beside me, silently staring out the viewscreen at the city below.

“This is amazing. I can’t believe I’m here. Don’t worry about that other stuff. It wasn’t your fault. I’m glad I was able to come. I wish my wife could have seen this,” Tim said softly.

“You guys never considered moving to Earth after the rules changed?” I asked him.

“Not really. We thought it would be too dangerous, and we may have been right. Spero was a great place to live, and so far, Haven is too. I don’t think being here would have changed anything regarding Victoria’s health.” Tim pointed at the Statue of Liberty as I flew south, making sure to pass by the iconic monument.

“We’re lucky in some ways,” I said.

“How so?”

“We were attacked, but most of our world remains. It could have been much worse,” I told him.

“We lost a lot of people,” Tim said quietly.

I felt bad for saying anything. “I didn’t mean to overshadow the seriousness of your losses. I was only saying our planet wasn’t destroyed in the incursion.”

Tim smiled, breaking any tension. “Of course you didn’t, and you’re right. So how many colony cities do we have around the world?”

“I don’t even have those numbers, but it’s over two hundred.”

“And only ten in America?”

“That’s right. China, India, Africa, Europe… lots of people wanted to return from New Spero,” I said.

“Even with the Bhlat setting up camp in Egypt?”

“Even so,” I said. “I haven’t seen most of the colonies, but I hear a lot of the nations are thriving. Apparently, there was an altercation between two cities, and violence erupted, but the Bhlat aren’t having any of that on their world. The colonies were quickly reminded that humans didn’t own the planet,” I told Tim, who listened with rapt attention.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Nothing much. The Bhlat stopped the fight, took anything they deemed weapons, and warned them to never do it again. So far so good,” I said. We were clear of the city now, the last stretch of the Hamptons gone from under us, and I pressed the thrusters harder as we crossed the Atlantic.

“How long have you been friends with Paul, Kara?” I asked the strong woman guarding the Kold.

She cleared her throat, seeming surprised to be asked anything. “Years. I was there when you came to our farms.”

“You were?” I didn’t remember her, but that trip had been a whirlwind.

“You told us that New Spero existed and gave us hope again.” She was smiling when I peered over my shoulder to see her face. “It was rough being out there all alone, with no idea what was happening around the world, not knowing if the New Spero portal trip was a trap or not.”

Tim turned in his seat to watch Kara. “Did you ever send out scouts or anything?”

Kara raised an eyebrow. “We did send a few people to see what else was out there. But they only went as far as the state borders, really. One went north, one west, one south. Only the one from the north returned, and Paul decided it was too dangerous to continue.”

“What do you think happened to the people?” I asked her. The sun was radiant in the sky, sending a glare against the water below. I lifted higher, moving through the gentle clouds, and rose above them, heading for Egypt.

“I think they were probably killed. There were a lot of gangs left. You were either in one or you were killed by them,” she said.

Tim swallowed loudly, and I felt what he was likely going through: a sadness at the state of our own people in times of crisis. Some banded together for the greater good; others preyed on the weaker, taking what they could to survive, never worrying how it affected anyone but themselves.

“Are there still gangs?” Tim asked.

She shook her head. “Not many. The Bhlat patrolled the country with drones and took care of them.”

I had some questions about that but left them unasked. If the Bhlat decided to kill off any gangs with impunity, there was nothing I could say now to change that. No trial, I imagined; only execution. It wasn’t my place to tell the Empress how to lead, especially when her people had lived by specific rules for centuries.

“Sounds like I’m glad we moved to Spero,” Tim said.

The Kold was confined in the rear of the lander, sealed off from hearing our conversation, and I was glad I didn’t have to see his face again. I was leaving before the hand-off. Kara would give him to the Bhlat leader, and Tim and I were finished here. I felt an urge to depart from Earth, and quickly.

I wasn’t sure I’d ever consider it home again. The Empress’ words rang through my mind as I lowered the lander again, heading over the edge of Egypt and toward the pyramids. Earth is not yours. It belongs to the Bhlat.

I wouldn’t forget that ever again.

The lander settled to the ground, and I saw the alien scan being relayed to the lander’s computer system, alerting me. The Bhlat didn’t fire on us, so they must have known whose ship it was.

Kara saw us off, passing Tim his pack from inside the ship. “It was nice to meet you, Tim. Dean, good to see you again.”

“You too, Kara. Sorry it wasn’t under better circumstances. I’d suggest making the hand-off and going home as soon as you can,” I told her, and she nodded her understanding.

Tim stared at the pyramids, his eyes settling on the side of the Sphinx. There seemed to be more Bhlat ships in the air, more warriors on the ground, and I hurried across the path leading to Giza. Minutes later, we were past the sentries, heading through the corridors and into the portal connected to the Horizon. I’d only been more enthusiastic to leave Earth behind once before.

____________

Jules was done with classes for the day, but she’d agreed to go with Professor Thompson to Haven’s portal room. Someone from the Board had to sanction the visit there, and her mom and Suma had signed off on it.

Professor Thompson appeared slightly annoyed at the idea of so much security for such a simple excursion. He told her that there shouldn’t be so many hoops to jump through in order to educate a brilliant mind. Jules wasn’t sure what he was going on about, but the frazzled teacher vanished the second they left the Academy doors and walked along the cobblestone paths toward the waiting private lander.

It was one of the school’s, and her teacher stopped by the huge statue out in front of the institute as they walked by it.

“Do you know what this is?” he asked.

“It’s a Gatekeeper,” Jules answered. Under the man in an EVA were the words Gatekeepers’ Academy. She felt a rush of pride each time she saw the statue.

“It’s a symbol of your people. Our people. Humans and our allies alike. Though, personally, I’m not one for statues and idols, I can appreciate the sentiment,” he said.

“It’s just carved stone,” Jules said, knocking on it with her knuckles.

“Stone carved with a specific message could start a war. Remember that,” Thompson told her, and once again, she felt a little lost at his comments.

Professor Thompson seemed off today, and he clutched a briefcase in his hand, which he normally didn’t do.

“What’s in there?” Jules asked, pointing to the case.

“Some supplies for us to record images and video of the portal for our class. Unfortunately, we’re unable to bring the rest of the students to the portal yet, not while security measures are so high,” he told her.

This was news to Jules. She didn’t know there was heightened security. “Why are they scared?”

They arrived at the lander. Professor Thompson opened it with a four-digit code and motioned for Jules to enter first. He looked around and climbed in, setting the briefcase beside the pilot’s seat. “They’re expecting an attack on Haven.”

“And is it coming?” Jules asked as she sat on the bench.

He stared at her and adjusted his glasses. “I don’t know. I’m only a Portals instructor at the Academy. If I were to guess, I’d say we’re safe behind the shield.”

“Good. I don’t want anyone to be hurt,” she said.

The professor turned his back to her and moved to the front of the lander, powering up the drive. “Neither do I, Jules. Neither do I.”

They lifted from the ground, and he continued the conversation. No one ever expressed interest in her, so she was pleased to have something to say.

“And your father, where is he? I see your mom signed the release forms,” he said.

“Papa’s gone. He’s on Earth,” she told him.

“Earth?” Thompson almost barked the question. “What’s on Earth?”

Jules shrugged, fiddling with her seatbelt. “Our house. He brought a friend with him. They’re going to see the leader of the colonies there.”

“Is that so? It must be interesting having such a special father,” Professor Thompson said.

Jules watched the rolling landscape scoot quickly below them as the lander moved toward the portal region. “He’s the best. I’m going to be just like him.”

“I bet you are.”

The trip was fast, and Jules felt the excitement of going to the portal room with her teacher. He seemed to know so much, but he wasn’t aware that she was the reason the portals were functional after the Theos’ energy had left the stones. She could tell him. It would be so magnificent to share the burden with someone. Professor Thompson would be impressed with her abilities; she knew it.

Her dad’s voice echoed in her mind, warning her to withhold the news of her abilities, especially the fact that she powered the entire portal system. That would give too much away, and he’d cautioned her that even he might not be able to protect her if word of her Iskios gifts made its way to the wrong set of ears.

But Professor Thompson was her friend. No one else cared about her at the school, and he expressed a direct interest in her, which meant he could be trusted.

They hopped out of the lander, and Jules was shocked to find a guard approaching with a pulse rifle in her grip. Behind her, a man stood in a tower, a gun aimed in their direction. She hated the fact that someone was pointing a weapon at her, watching her through crosshairs. She fought the urge to cover herself in a glowing shield.

“What is your business here?” the woman asked, glancing to Jules, then to the professor. Jules was in a tiny jumpsuit, the Academy logo on its chest. The professor wore khakis and a sports coat over a white dress shirt. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and fumbled in his pocket for some paperwork.

“We’re here for a field trip. Here’s the clearance,” he said.

The woman snatched the paper, keeping one hand on her gun, and she read it, glancing at Jules a couple of times. “You have ten minutes. The portals are closed to the public, so don’t even think about traveling through it. Got it?”

Jules nodded, even though she’d clearly been asking the professor. “We fully understand.”

“Good. I’ll be accompanying you.”

“But… we don’t need a tour guide. This is for Gatekeepers’ eyes and ears only,” he said, and Jules felt a surge of pride at hearing him call her a Keeper.

“I don’t care what you say. I’ll stay behind in the corridors. No funny business, okay? And you take care of Ms. Parker here. I’ll not let anything happen to her, understand?” The woman was angry, and Jules had no idea why.

“I’ll be fine.” Jules smiled at her, and the tension melted from the guard’s face. Jules took the lead, and Professor Thompson followed quickly behind, the guard lingering ten meters away from the two of them.

A few minutes later, they entered the portal room, and the lights shone brightly as they walked nearer to the center crystal. The symbols along the walls glowed green, the same color as her eyes when she released her power. She felt at home near the crystals, and her hand found it. The slight vibrations weren’t perceptible to most, but Jules felt the rush of energy through her hands.

Professor Thompson appeared excited to be inside the room. He glanced toward the corridor, making sure the guard wasn’t eavesdropping, and he walked Jules through the room, discussing each nook and cranny and the possible functional purpose they held. He opened the briefcase and took out a series of devices, setting them around the room.

“What are those?” she asked.

“These are going to film the portal table and the center of the room, where people come and go. We’ll do it at an extremely low frame rate, so we can really investigate what happens as people move through the portals. Pretty neat, huh?” Professor Thompson asked.

She nodded. “That is neat. Has anyone done this before?”

Jules helped him place the fourth device on the pillar at the corner of the room, and when they were all mounted, he pulled a tablet from his briefcase. He lifted a finger to his lips and pressed a button on it.

The four mounted devices vanished from the pillars. “What happened?” Jules’ heart raced at seeing something disappear like that.

“They’re cloaked. I didn’t have time to receive clearance for the filming but didn’t want to waste the opportunity. If you want to be a real Gatekeeper, you need to bring something special to the table, and this will be your shining star, Jules. We can find a new theory on portal travel, and you’ll be credited alongside me. How does that sound?” Thompson asked, and Jules couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“That’s amazing. Thank you.” She twirled around the room, thrilled he’d be so kind as to share something so special with her.

He patted her on the head awkwardly and stepped away, peering toward the exit. “I think we’re done for the day. Thanks for being such a wonderful student. Don’t tell anyone about what we left here. I’ll need a good week of solid recording data, and longer to analyze it before we show anyone.”

Jules promised she wouldn’t tell a soul. Professor Thompson clasped his briefcase closed, and they moved to the hallway, the lights of the portal room dimming as they left the vicinity. The guard followed them out, her gun never leaving her hands, and Jules was glad when they were in the air, heading for the Academy.


Seventeen

We hadn’t wasted a moment. The room aboard Horizon was packed with our leaders and Alliance members. I scanned the area, trying to see if we were waiting for anyone. Sarlun sat beside Suma at the table near Mary and me. Hectal and Admiral Yope joined us, representing the Keppe. The Supreme and his granddaughter Walo were next around the seating arrangement, for the Padlog. Polvertan was there for the Motrill, and Slate and Loweck were adjacent to him, glaring at the hologram in the center of the table.

Leslie and Terrance, the leaders of Haven and our long-time hybrid friends, remained quiet as I began to tell the tale, and the only race notably missing were the Bhlat, me having avoided inviting the Empress. I’d make an excuse later, mostly relying on the fact that I’d recently seen her. Etar Nine joined us with his children, and Magnus and Natalia were on my other side, Magnus glowering from his seat.

“They look like us. How are we going to effectively scour billions of people quickly enough?” Slate asked.

The doors opened, revealing Nick and Clare. “Have a seat.” I stood, pointing to two empty chairs at the corner of the table. “We were just talking about the Kold infiltration. Where are you at?” I asked Nick.

“Thanks for bringing a fresh DNA sample for me, Dean. I have every confidence this will work,” Nick said. He tapped a button, and the image of the Kold we’d captured on Earth vanished, replaced by a DNA strain. “They’re so similar to us, but there are a few minor differences. I’ve already conducted a test that will work, and all we need is a retinal scan.”

He took a device from a box in his lab coat’s breast pocket and held it up. “Any volunteers?”

Mary raised a hand and walked over to the doctor. He scanned her eye, and the readout appeared, showing a green light.

“This says she’s clear of the virus, which we’ve made up. We’re calling it H72N98 for lack of a better made-up term, and its history is this: a human Gatekeeper traveled to a distant hunk of rock, falling in an avalanche. Her helmet cracked, breaking the seal. She breathed in the local air and rapidly became ill. She was rescued, but someone on the team missed a step in the quarantine protocol. If this thing spreads, it could be deadly – to a very small percentage of our people, but still potentially deadly. Others could harbor it and never know. We call those carriers.”

“But none of this is true,” Magnus said, reiterating the fact for everyone.

“Correct. This is all a cover story to rationalize the tests,” Nick said.

“So we do this. How are we implementing the tests? Do we tell Spero this isn’t real?” Loweck asked.

I shook my head. “No one but the people inside this room will ever know the reality. They aren’t aware we caught the perpetrator on Earth. He was supposed to die in the explosion, but Paul thinks he changed his mind. Instead, he set it off remotely and caused far less damage.”

“The Kold, should there be any among us, won’t know what hit them,” Slate said, cracking his knuckles.

“How are we dealing with it?” Mary asked. “Let’s say we run the tests on a Terran site on New Spero, and all twenty million of our people are tested. What if there are Kold among them? What happens then?”

“She has a great point. What do we do if we really find them?” I asked the group.

Sarlun raised a hand. “We create mobile testing facilities and set them on the outskirts of each Terran site. The tests must happen at the same time; otherwise, the infiltrators will grow wise if their people go missing. Any of the people ‘carrying’ will be injected with a cure, but in this case, it will knock them out and we’ll detain the invaders.”

I nodded. “This will work. Everyone to it. We need to get these facilities up and running. Clare, please work with Nick to duplicate the testing device. We need thousands of them. Leslie, please head to Spero to meet with Mayor Patel, and make sure Leonard’s there so things go our way. It’s imperative we do this quietly and efficiently.”

“What about Udoon? Are we still on for the trip?” Loweck asked.

“We’re a go. Walo, can you tell me if Sergo has managed to bait the Kold?” I asked the wasp woman. Her grandfather, the Supreme, bristled as I said the thief’s name.

“It’s all ready. He’s meeting them there tomorrow,” Walo said. “They seemed hesitant to believe him, but Sergo has enough credit out there for them to take a chance.”

“Okay, we’ll head through the portal tonight,” I said. We had to dock at the world on the outskirts, then travel by space vessel from there to Udoon Station, similar to when we’d set the trap for Lom of Pleva and Kinca, the remaining Kraski leader. That had almost worked to plan until we’d found out that Denise, Slate’s girlfriend at the time, was a traitor, another hybrid version we’d never seen before.

I glanced at Loweck, really hoping we weren’t going to revisit the same outcome. Slate and I were sure she was nothing but loyal, Slate so much that they were nearly on the last step of their bonding process. As much as the idea of wedding planning seemed exhausting, the concept of spending three years “bonding” with a mate was far worse.

Slate was always happy, though, and the two of them were a great pair, so I was content as long as it worked for them. “We’ll meet Cee-Eight outside the portal again and go with her to Udoon as planned. Slate and Loweck will be joining me, and I expect our allies will be there waiting, correct?”

“Is Nat not coming?” Slate asked, and Natalia shook her head.

“Not after Patty was pulled from school. And with us setting up the Inlor colony, I’ve been too busy,” she said.

“Maybe next time,” Slate told her, and she smiled primly.

“I hope so.” Nat set a hand on Slate’s arm and turned to answer a question from Suma.

We’d been planning this trap for a while and had sent a dozen vessels there from our closest Alliance member world, which happened to be Shimmal. As much as they were known to be scientific and focused on engineering and education, they had a mean fleet to boot.

“They’re already in the Udoon system, cloaked and ready to spring the trap,” Sarlun said with a twitch of his snout.

“Perfect. Any other questions?” I asked.

Terrance leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Realistically, how many of the Kold could we have among us? It’s been years since their attack, and that’s when they shifted maneuvers. We’ve had so many migrants coming from New Spero over the years. Do you think that’s how they’ve done it?”

Magnus frowned and stood up. “Dean, remember the person on this ship your daughter…” He stopped short, glancing around. “That Jules saw before? We need to test the ship, and now. I’m going to make an announcement, and if one of the bastards is on my ship, we’ll know how bad it could be.”

“Good call. Nick, can you see to this?” I asked him, and he nodded, heading out.

“Everyone, we’re in the middle of something huge, and the outcome will affect our entire Alliance. We need to band together to see this through. Lom of Pleva wants us destroyed, or at least his people do, and we’re not going to let them win. Haven is just that: a place of safety and refuge. We can’t be scared to live there, and we can’t allow our children to live in fear at the Academy on a daily basis. It ends now!” My pulse raced as I spoke, and the room stood, clapping and agreeing.

As everyone filtered out, Mary and I stayed. “Mary, we’re going to need to talk to Jules about this. We need her to avoid the test. What if it finds something? What if the tester sees…”

“It’s only testing for the Kold genes. She should be fine,” Mary assured me, but I didn’t like taking risks, not when it came to my family. I’d try to return early enough to bring her out of class early.

“We have a lot of work to do.” I leaned in and kissed my wife. “We’re going to make it through this.”

“I know we will,” she agreed.

It was settled. We were going on the offensive, and soon we’d win the battle for Haven.

____________

“Where is everyone?” Dean asked Jules from the doorway to his bedroom. Hugo was at the table eating a heaping bowl of cereal, and Jules’ hand rested around her glass of orange juice. The Nanny-bot was fussing about, trying to keep the round pieces of cereal from falling to the floor as Hugo wolfed them down, laughing as he ate.

“Hugo, stop. Would you do that if Mom or Papa were here?” Jules asked, angry that her little brother made her sound like a cranky adult.

He stuck his tongue out at her, and Dean asked the question again, this time louder.

“They went to your dad’s ship. Papa said it was important, and that we had to go to school like normal. I’m supposed to tell you to make sure you come with me, to and from the Academy today,” Jules recited.

Dean’s hair was messy, and he ran a hand through it. “Sure. No problem.” He walked over to the table, his sweatpants and t-shirt wrinkled. He sat, pouring a bowl of cereal, and Jules passed him the milk.

“Do you like your classes?” Jules asked him. He was usually so quiet and pensive, she thought maybe he’d be more talkative without any parents around.

“Yep,” he said, proving her wrong.

“What’s your favorite?” she asked.

He grinned, breaking his usual stoic face. “I like weapons training the best.”

Jules leaned in, excited to hear about it. He never talked about those classes, and she wasn’t old enough to take them. “What do you do in them? Do you fire any guns?”

He shook his head. “Not yet, but I’ve held a rifle and a pistol. Uncharged, of course.”

“What else do you do?” she asked with interest.

“We learn about the different weapons out there: types of shields, cloaking devices, transporters, and alien weaponry. Did you know the Keppe have mechas they use for ground assaults? There’s one at the school, and we had Hectal come over and show us how it works. It was awesome,” Dean said.

Jules had never seen Dean so engaged with anything, and she thought it suited the boy. She grinned at him and drank some of her orange juice. “Did you have Professor Thompson last year?”

He shook his head. “Who’s that?”

“My Portals professor,” she said.

“No, we had a Shimmali man teaching us. I’ve never heard of Thompson.”

“Must be new. Suma knows him,” Jules told him.

“You miss her?”

Dean didn’t have to say who he meant. “I miss Patty.”

“So do I. I wish she wasn’t such a ditz,” Dean said.

Jules felt the need to stick up for her best friend. “She’s not a ditz.”

“Really? What would you call her?” Dean asked, smirking at her.

Jules laughed. “Maybe you’re right, but she didn’t want to be a Gatekeeper. I’m not mad at her.”

“Good. She loves you more than she loves me,” Dean said.

“I doubt that.”

“It’s true,” he said. “I’m going to shower. You ready in fifteen?”

“You bet,” Jules said, glad for the talk with Dean.

Hugo was done and running for the TV, leaving his half-empty bowl on the table. The Nanny-bot was there to grab it, cleaning up after Jules’ messy little brother.

____________

“Did you hear about the virus?” Rumi asked her as they made their way to their Portals class.

“No. What are you talking about?” Jules said, suddenly worried.

The small Padlog insectoid buzzed with excitement. “There’s a virus going around, maybe from a Gatekeeping mission. It might kill some humans, so they’re going to be testing everyone.”

“Even the non-humans?” she asked.

“I don’t think so. Just you guys.”

“When did you hear this?” Jules asked.

“This morning. My mom told me. I guess they’ve already set up some testing facilities outside town, and they’re bringing one to the Gatekeepers’ Academy today,” he told her.

Jules was nervous suddenly, surprised by her automatic response. Then she understood her trepidation. What if they tested her and found out she was different, that she wasn’t fully human? That she held an ancient power from a dark race in her veins? She couldn’t risk it.

Jules wished her parents were around, and she grew angry that they’d left her alone during a time like this. They obviously had to know about the virus and what it meant; otherwise, they wouldn’t be off having meetings on Horizon about it.

“Jules, are you okay?” Rumi asked. “You’re pale.”

She braced herself along the wall. The hall spun slightly as she caught her breath. “Want me to find the doctor?” Rumi asked, and Jules forced a fake smile.

“I’m fine, Rumi. Let’s go to class.” She let him take the lead, and she released enough energy to let it calm and protect her. She averted her gaze from anyone and made it to class as the bell rang.

Jules rushed to her seat and pulled out her tablet, covering her eyes. She jammed her barriers up, cutting off the rush of power that threatened to spill over the edges, and found her wave of vertigo had passed.

“Good morning, class,” a woman said from the front of the room. “Professor Thompson isn’t feeling well, so I’m going to be instructing you about the Crystal Map, picking up where your teacher left off yesterday.”

She spoke to the students, and Jules found herself growing more concerned. What if Professor Thompson had caught the virus they were talking about? Maybe he was really sick, and he would die, and leave her without one teacher that really cared about her. She wasn’t ready to be at the Academy with no friends and no instructor allies. Suma didn’t count, and she rarely gave Jules attention in class anyway. Thompson was the only one that seemed to understand her at all, and if he was gone, then she was really going to be alone.

The class went on, and Jules found herself counting the seconds until it was over. As the woman began to shut the projection off, an announcement drifted through the class speakers, telling everyone to line up in the halls, beginning with the youngest students. That meant Jules would be in the first batch to test Academy students. She needed to escape. She couldn’t let them see her results.

The bell went, and they were dismissed, ordered by the substitute to stay in line outside in the halls. Jules nodded at Rumi, and asked him to save her spot. She said she had to use the restroom, and left her books with the Padlog boy. He shrugged as she ran away from the class, with no intention of returning to be tested for the virus. She needed to talk to her Papa before letting anyone scan her or stick her with a needle.

____________

“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Dean,” Cee-Eight said with a smirk of her tight-skinned face. She had deep-set eyes and light green skin.

“Likewise,” I told her.

“Slate. Loweck.”

“Hi, Cee-Eight. Feels like old times, doesn’t it?” Slate asked.

“Sure does.” She glanced at Loweck and walked ahead, away from the portal room, and toward the dock up the elevator. We’d arrived thousands of feet above the ground, and dozens of ships were parked beyond the glass walls we stood inside. “This way.”

I saw her vessel through the glass beyond the line of desks and the aliens behind them, stamping paperwork and talking in multiple languages. There were a lot of things I didn’t know about this world, but now wasn’t the time to be curious. We found her ship in much the same condition as last time, and filed in.

Her ship was clunky, wires hanging loose and haphazardly, but we made the trip to Udoon in a few hours as expected.

“You lived here. That’s so strange. What was it like being among the locals?” I asked Loweck. The locals on Udoon were squat creatures, walking on all fours, with heads like hippos. They inhaled a mist from a collar, and wore colorful draping clothing.

“They always took care of me. Truth is, they’re a wonderful people,” Loweck said.

We docked, and Cee-Eight crossed her arms. “There’s no sign of a V-shaped ship here. Are you sure this Sergo friend of yours will make it?”

“He’ll be here. And he’s not my friend,” I told her. “Come on. Let’s go.” I tossed the cloaks at my two companions, and Cee-Eight glared at me.

“Where’s mine?” she asked.

“I didn’t think you were joining us,” I told her.

“Good thing I always carry my own mysterious cloak.” She reached in a closet, tossing out a few items of clothing before shaking off a dark gray cloak. She sniffed it before throwing it around her shoulders and poking her arms through it.

“Guess she’s coming with us, boss,” Slate said. We all dressed, throwing the hoods over our heads. They had built-in face modifiers, making us appear like the Wraiths of Nebup. Slate’s eyes glowed red; his face appeared blurry and gray.

I gave him a thumbs-up and checked a mirror, seeing much the same in my reflection. “Let’s go find Sergo.”

We exited the ship, and I found not much had changed in the few years since I’d been on Udoon Station. It remained a decrepit grimy version of Las Vegas, with the sounds of gambling machines emanating from the station’s many casinos. The smell of some roasting alien meat hovered through the hall, and beings of all kinds walked through the corridors, chatting amiably amongst one another.

I recognized more of them than I had the last time I’d visited, but there were a few foreign creatures among the crowd that I’d never seen before. It continued to amaze me how large the universe was, and how even after this many years, I was continuously finding more I didn’t know about our inhabitants.

“Which way?” I asked Slate.

He pointed down the corridor, past the dingy bar we’d reconvened in last time. “We should have brought Walo,” he told me, not for the first time.

“No,” I said, maybe a little too curtly. “Sergo’s a distraction for her, and if things go south, I don’t want her to witness his demise.”

“You wouldn’t…” Slate started, and I stared at him with my glowing red eyes.

“I would.”

We walked through the crowd of beings, which thinned past the casino entrance. A Padlog stood near the bar, wavering on two legs, its mandibles covered in a golden powder. I ignored its begging and entered the bar, finding it to be much higher class than I’d expected.

Sergo was at the bar, sucking on a nectar drink through a straw, and we flanked him from behind.

“Whoa, I’m not here for trouble,” he said, his antennae fluttering around on the apex of his head.

“Too bad. It found you,” I whispered in his ear, and he paused, craning his neck to stare at me, only he saw the fake visage the projector cast over my face.

“Who are you?” he asked. “That voice is so familiar.”

I pressed a button on the inside of my sleeve, and the projection dropped, revealing my face.

He knocked his drink over in shock and attempted to clean it up, mopping at it with a stack of napkins. “Dean. Buddy. So good to see you again.” He reached his arms out like he wanted a hug, and I slapped his hand away.

“Enough chit-chat. When are they arriving?” I asked the Padlog thief.

“I want to explain. I wasn’t going to steal the Emitter, I swear,” he said.

“Then why did you?”

“Uhm… your old friend Zoober sent some of his associates to the ship to take it. I was trying to hide it, only when I returned to tell you about it, you were gone,” he said, his black bug eyes wide and pleading. “I swear I’m telling the truth.”

I doubted it very much.

“What happened when you tried to sell it?” Loweck asked, her own voice emerging past the fake projection over her face.

Sergo’s face went slack. “Since I thought you betrayed me, I was angry, so I did try to unload the Emitter. I can’t believe you had me take a fake. I was nearly killed when they tested it.”

I laughed, a grim sound. “You stole it, then tried to sell it, and yet you come here and tell me otherwise. And that your intentions were pure.”

“They were. A guy has to make a living, Dean,” Sergo said.

“Just tell me when the Kold are coming,” I said for the second time.

“In an hour. I told them I was luring you here to exchange some Inlorian bars for a weapon to defend Haven with,” he told us.

“I assume they wanted to know what the weapon was?” Slate asked Sergo.

“I told them it was a fake. That I was determined to get even with you after you left me high and dry,” Sergo said, and I thought I actually saw some real pain in his eyes.

I grabbed him by the collar, tugging him close. Slate, Cee-Eight, and Loweck moved closer, forming a huddle around us. “You better not betray us to them. I will kill you.”

He raised his hands in front of his chest. “Dean, for the tenth time, I’m sorry about how things went down. I swear I’d never betray you. Never again,” he added.

I might live to regret it, but I found myself believing him. “Which way are they coming in from?”

____________

We left Udoon as quickly as we’d arrived, as was the plan. Something about being on the desolate station left a sickening feeling in my gut. It was there that Karo had been brought to us from a Kraski, and it was also there that I’d killed Denise in front of Slate. Not long after, Lom and I had had our epic battle, ending with him being thrown ahead in time with Fontem’s time travel device.

As promised, the sleek silver Shimmali ships were there, uncloaking one at a time before our eyes. We waited for the Kold ship to arrive, and Sergo was sweating when they were late.

“I’m telling you, they were going to come this way. I know it…”

A sensor alarm rang out as the V-shaped ship’s ID string entered the radar system. The Shimmali were cloaked once again, and Sergo’s small vessel was docked to ours, making it appear like the transaction was happening in space, away from prying eyes.

The V-shaped Kold vessels didn’t hesitate. They fired at us without delay. There were three of them in total, but they hadn’t been expecting us to have such powerfully-activated shields in place. Their pulses absorbed into our fields, and the Shimmali ships appeared, sending blasters at the V-shaped ships.

Once we were confident their shields were incapacitated, the lead Shimmali ship turned on the Emitter, which we’d had Clare program to their frequency only. The three ships died instantly, and with them their life-support systems.

“Go retrieve the Kold on board,” I told the Shimmali lead ship over the communicator. “It’s time for some answers.”

For once, it was nice hanging back while someone else did the fighting. We waited for an hour, and eventually, the message came across. The Shimmali had five captives in total; the rest of the Kold were killed in combat, many by self-inflicted wounds. It appeared they’d rather be dead than captive.

The entire plan had gone off without a hitch, and this concerned me.

The trap had been set and sprung, and I could only hope we’d receive the information we were after. I wondered how the tests were going on Haven, Earth, and New Spero.


Eighteen

Jules saw movement by the maintenance facility outside the Academy, and she crouched behind a group of trees to see what it was. She needed somewhere to hide, and the school was teeming with people. Everyone was in a panic as the testing was beginning. No one was sure what the virus really was, or why it had to be dealt with so quickly and without explanation. Jules only knew she couldn’t let them test her.

Her plan had seemed easy to start with, but when she thought about it, she knew the transports wouldn’t bring her home, not during class hours; and the Academy was too far out of town to walk. She was left with one choice, and that was to hide.

It was Professor Thompson. Wasn’t he sick? What was he doing out here? Curiosity filled Jules’ mind, and she had to know what he was doing. It pushed her worry about the virus exam away, and she hugged the treeline as she wound her way toward the maintenance building.

It was overcast, and the clouds broke slightly, sending a beam of light to the ground. It reflected off Professor Thompson’s glasses, and he jerked his head to the side to deter the glare. He tapped a code onto the keypad outside the facility and entered the building.

Jules was close, and she arrived at the door, testing it only to find that it was locked. Professor Thompson knew the code, but she recalled something from her dad talking with Uncle Zeke. This building wasn’t only a maintenance building; it was also a cover for the shield across the huge piece of land around the Academy, protecting the school from attacks. Maybe her teacher was in on it, part of the secret team there to protect her and the Academy. It made sense that she liked him so much. He was a hero, like her Papa.

She stared at the keypad, ten digits dimly lit. Jules had no idea what the combination was, but she thought there had to be a way to gain entrance without resorting to using her added strength. She let a flow of power through and concentrated. The heat signals left by the professor’s fingerprints appeared to her, and she pressed them in order of lightest to darkest imprints. It worked! The door clicked, and she pressed the lever to the side, pushing the door inward.

The building was dark within; only a few backup lights shone from high on the ceilings. Jules hadn’t been in here before and was surprised to see actual tractors and fence posts inside. There were rows of garden equipment and anything you could possibly need for yard maintenance.

Jules stayed close to the wall. It was almost as if her dad’s voice was talking inside her head, warning her. She heeded the advice and decided to observe Professor Thompson before letting him know she was there. If anything, she’d found a place to hide from the virus testing.

Maybe they’d finish today and never even notice she’d been absent. That would be ideal.

She heard footsteps from her right, and Jules trotted after them, careful to make as little noise as possible. She was light on her feet, and Jules left her powers active, the green energy coursing through her.

“Where is it?” Professor Thompson’s voice echoed from the room over, then he said something in an unfamiliar language. What was he talking about, and to whom? She crept closer to the doorway leading out of the main storage warehouse, and stumbled as she arrived.

She fell to the ground, landing hard on her wrists, pain erupting in her left shoulder. She scrambled to her backside and spun around, checking what she’d tripped over, and saw the dead body. The man’s eyes were open, his mouth frozen in terror. Blood pooled beside his stomach on the concrete floor, and Jules pushed herself away, trying to avoid screaming out.

She hid along the wall between two rain barrels, her breathing rapid and loud in her own ears. Was Professor Thompson okay? She almost shouted out in warning to him, but maybe…

No, she didn’t think he could have done this. He was too kind and caring to hurt anyone, especially one of their own people. The dead body was wearing an Academy staff uniform, but he had a gun holstered to his hip. He hadn’t had a chance to use it, so he must not have been expecting the attack.

More accented words carried to her from the other room, and Jules filled herself with Iskios power. Her eyes were burning brightly, and the pain in her wrists and shoulder lowered to a distant ache.

There was a constant hum inside the building, and Jules had hardly noticed it until now. Everything around her vibrated from it, enough to notice when she was attuned to the frequency. She stood, feeling braver with her powers at full, and peeked around the corner. There he was, his glasses off his face and folded into his breast pocket. Professor Thompson was staring at a console screen, typing on the touch screen with practiced motions.

She almost called out to him, until she spotted the bloody knife in his hand. He gripped it tightly with his left hand as he typed with the right, and she instantly knew he was the one who had killed the guard. What was he doing?

The buzzing in the building ceased, and Professor Thompson’s hand stopped moving over the screen. He smiled, a tooth-filled grin that made her feel uneasy.

He turned slowly toward her and waved with the knife remaining in his grip. “Hi, Jules. Care to accompany me?”

____________

The captives were being held in the brig of the Horizon. It had taken a few hours to fly from point A to point B, but we’d managed to pry some information from their ships’ computer systems in the meantime.

Slate and I had combed through the data the entire trip, and we’d come to a solid conclusion. The Kold were planning an attack on Haven.

“Are you sure about this, Dean?” Magnus asked as we sat in the meeting room.

“Not one hundred percent, but the facts are there.” I flipped to the messages we’d found in their communicator’s databases. It was a call to arms for Haven’s system. “It seems they’re gathering a real force.” I clicked and pointed to a message. “If I’m reading this translation correctly, they have over two hundred of the V-shaped ships approaching.”

“Dean, that’s a lot,” Magnus said.

“But we have something they don’t,” Slate said.

“The Emitter?” Magnus asked.

“The Emitter,” he agreed. “We also have three dozen warships from our Alliance partners at our beck and call.”

“Well, you’d better call and/or beck them, because the attack is happening in a few hours,” I told him.

“We’ve already sent the word to Haven, and Leslie and Terrance are on it. They’ll activate the fleet, and we’ll be ready for their attack this time,” Magnus said, punching one fist into a palm for emphasis.

“Damn right. I want to talk to them. Do we know who the leader of our five captives was?” I asked.

Slate nodded. “We have them in their own private cells. It appears as though the highest-ranking Kold is in the far left cell.” He pointed to a map on his tablet.

“And the lowest-ranking?” I asked.

Slate tapped the middle right cell. “Hard to tell. This one was found with tools in the engine room of his ship.”

“Then he’s the one I speak with.” I stood, anxious to be done with the Kold and return to Haven. My family was there, and I needed to bring them to safety before anything went wrong. I was confident our trap had worked, and that we’d received the intel at the exact right moment, but things could often go wrong.

“Want me to go with you, boss?” Slate asked.

“Sure. I think having you behind me will help my cause. Let’s do this.”

We left Magnus in the meeting room and raced through the corridors, moving to the elevator that took us to the level of the ship where the brig sat, usually empty. Today, it had five inhabitants, and I glowered at the first one as I passed by. The Kold was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at the wall.

Her hair was cropped short, her face and forehead tattoos dark against her pale skin. She didn’t even blink as I watched her, and I shuddered thinking how human they appeared, but how hell-bent they were on harming humans and our Academy.

We arrived at the correct cell, and Slate entered a code, opening the door. We both stepped in, and Slate gripped his pulse pistol for the trapped Kold to see. The man’s smile grew wide, and he licked his teeth as we approached.

He spoke a few words in his own guttural speech, and I flipped on a portable translator, setting it on the floor by my feet so Slate and I could both comprehend his words.

“Why are you attacking Haven?” I asked softly. The words rang out in his language, and his grin grew even bigger.

“We have a contract,” he said, as if that answered everything.

“Who are you working for?” I asked, trying to restrain my anger. Last time I’d interrogated a Kold prisoner, things had escalated.

“I don’t know. I work in the engine room.” His answer was brutally honest, but I didn’t buy it.

“Where is Lom of Pleva’s business headquarters?” I asked.

His lips twitched, betraying his ignorance. “You’re smarter than you look,” he told me.

“You know you’re going to die unless you tell me what I need to know,” I said, and I saw it there: his fear of death. I knew some people were willing to die for a cause they believed in, but the Kold were hired mercenaries without a home, or so we’d been led to believe. If I could convince him to believe my next promise, I knew I’d have him.

“Death is nothing,” he said, but he blinked too quickly for me to trust his bravado.

“We’re running an Alliance. We have countless allies and colony worlds with room to spare. Haven, even. If you cooperate, you can live among us, and no one will ever have to know the atrocities you planned against our people. All of you can join. If you’re truly homeless, the Alliance of Worlds will give you a planet to call your own. You can thrive rather than suffer under the thumb of a contract.” I stood up straighter, attempting to keep my face impassive.

His gaze fluttered to mine, meeting my stare. “You know nothing, human. We care not for your charity. We choose this life because it best suits us. You come from a robust lineage, humans, but you’ve wasted it. We are the true human form: strong, calculating, powerful. You are weak, always resorting to compromise and compassion. We are not the same, and no Kold would ever share a roof with a human. You will all die, and the Academy’s destruction, fulfilling our contract, will only be a convenient part of your destruction.”

Slate moved past me, striking the man in the face with the butt of his gun. The man flew back, his hand coming to his nose. Blood seeped through the battered bridge, and Slate lifted a fist, threatening to do it again. “You want to talk about destroying our race, and you sit there with a smile on your face? I’ll give you something to smile about!”

The man let his hand fall to his side, red blood dripping over his mouth and his chin. “It’s too late. Your obliteration is already begun, the Academy doomed. You have no chance. How vain you are, how ignorant to the truth right under your own noses.”

Slate went to hit him again, and I grabbed the big man’s arm, tugging him away from the prisoner. We left the room, the Kold cackling ferociously now. He shouted after us, the words too accented to understand, but it was clear they held obvious malice as we strode through the corridor, away from the brig and the imprisoned Kold.

I had to get to Haven, and quickly.


Nineteen

“Why are you doing this?” Jules asked as the professor held the knife threateningly toward her.

“Jules, Jules, Jules. For someone so bright, you can be quite obtuse,” Professor Thompson said, stepping closer.

She dropped her barrier, power racing through her, but as quickly as it had come, it failed, slipping from her grip as his hand snaked over her wrist. “What did you do?”

He jerked back and glanced at his arm, and she saw the device now. It was comprised of five crystals, threaded together by clear wires binding it over his arm. They were clear, but now they glowed bright green. He’d somehow stolen her abilities.

“Who are you?” She started to cry, instantly ashamed at such a sudden breakdown. Without her Iskios abilities, she was only a little girl like anyone else. She couldn’t do anything to stop the older, stronger man across from her.

He laughed and slid a sleeve over the crystals that harnessed her power. “So it is true. I didn’t believe it when I heard the rumors.”

“What rumors?”

“About you being more than a human girl. It cost us many lives to gather that intel, more than it did for us to learn how to dismantle the shield over the Academy. Now we can destroy your precious little school with ease,” he said.

“But you’ll never sneak a fleet past us. Papa says it’s so powerful, no one can rise against it,” she said proudly, sniffling tears away. She didn’t need to be scared. Her dad would save her and the people of Haven, she knew it.

Professor Thompson looked wild now. He laughed at her words, lifting his head high and tilting it back until the terrible sound filled the entire room. “You’re so naïve. Of course we can’t defeat your fleet. The Kold don’t have enough ships to compete. We lost half of them on the initial attack years ago.”

“Then what are you doing here?” she asked.

The professor stopped where he was and stared at her, the bloody knife gripped in his hands. She’d grown used to having dormant powers over the last three years, but knowing she couldn’t even access them sent her into a spiral of panic as she stared at the blade. What was Thompson talking about? He’d straight up just admitted they were no match for Haven’s fleet.

“We’re here to fulfill our contract to PlevaCorp,” he told her.

“But he’s gone,” she said, her voice tiny. Jules’ dad wasn’t afraid of much in her eyes, but even she was aware of how upset her dad became when they spoke about the bigger-than-life adversary. She’d heard her parents discussing him, and how he’d threatened to kill Mary when Jules was a baby.

“Is he? It doesn’t matter to the Kold. We’re earning enough to disappear forever with this contract. We don’t need to know our benefactor’s business.” Professor Thompson crossed the room and wiped the knife on the dead man’s shirt before sliding it into a concealed sheath along his pants.

“Why are you doing this?” Jules asked.

“And that is the billion-credit question, m’dear. Some of the Kold think it’s solely for the credits, so we can stop doing everyone else’s dirty work. After the Bhlat stole our world, we were hopeless. Shunned by our previous allies, we sought refuge in the stars.

“When we realized we needed food and supplies to survive, some of the fleet took to pirating; then another decided to be honorable in our methods. It was far less chaotic than stealing freeze-dried food from small transport ships crossing dark space,” he told her.

“But the Bhlat are our friends,” Jules whispered, recalling the tales of how deadly their new allies were prior to the arrangement the Empress and Papa had agreed upon.

“Ding ding ding. You understand, then? Here we are, a race derived from the same stock as you…” He grabbed her arm, tugging her along. “Not you in particular, because you’re not quite human, are you?” His words hurt almost as much as his grip on her arm, and tears welled in her eyes again.

“I am so human!” she cried.

“Sure. Where was I? Yes, the Bhlat and our betrayal. Imagine our surprise when we learned that there were humans, and that they looked like us. We snuck onto a planet of yours, New Spero, and discovered we were indeed related to you. Our history was muddled, but we think that thousands of years ago, we traveled through the portal you’ve since placed a pyramid over, and found a new home.

“We were human, but now, we’ve evolved to something more. Initially, we were thrilled at the news, but before we made ourselves known, we were told about the Bhlat attacking Earth. We wanted to help, to warn your people, but then something happened.

“A man negotiated with their Empress. She’s the worst of all of them, standing in the safety of the shadows while millions of Kold were snuffed out on her word. They planned on doing the same thing to Earth, but your father – Dean Parker – changed that, didn’t he?”

Jules stayed quiet as she was dragged through the equipment room of the maintenance facility, heading for the door.

“When we learned about Parker’s deal with them, we still thought we might find a home, until this insane Alliance was formed, and then guess what? The Bhlat were included. The Gatekeepers let them into their fold, a once-loved and revered group sullied by the presence of the barbarians. The Alliance of Worlds is a terrible thing, and so is the Academy. Do you know how hard it’s been pretending to be one of you this last year? To walk the same halls as those vile Bhlat offspring?” he asked, and Jules shook her head, tears falling over her burning cheeks.

“You… you’re a Kold. Where are your tattoos?” she asked, and he stopped, releasing her arm. He wiped at his temple furiously, revealing a dark symbol under the make-up covering his skin. Jules staggered away, suddenly feeling like there was no escape from this madman. He’d tricked her, lured her into trusting him, and she felt the betrayal deep in her soul.

“They aren’t tattoos, you sniveling child. They are markings of a higher being,” he sneered.

She wanted to keep him talking, partly to delay his actions and partly to try to understand their entire motivation. Her dad would want her to trick him into revealing everything, playing along. She kept the tears flowing, even though her resolve had firmed. She wasn’t going to let them win.

“You didn’t tell me how you’re going to defeat us without hurting our fleet,” she said again through thick, dramatic sobs.

“Then you weren’t listening. We’ve already won,” he said.

“How?”

“We’re everywhere. The Kold have been among your people since long before you were born. We raised families on New Spero. We helped build the new colony cities on Earth. We were there while you erected the Academy, with the goal of eventually destroying everything your Alliance worked so hard to build. The Kold have helped you grow for years, and we’re going to be the ones to destroy you,” he said, and Jules’ tears stopped. She was frozen in fear. What if he was telling the truth? What if there were Kold everywhere?

She thought about the Horizon and knew he was right. There were Kold on board, and if they lived on all the human worlds, then it was over. They looked like humans. All they needed was a little make-up.

Then she thought about the virus testing that was going on, and it became clear. Her dad knew what was going on. Maybe it was something more than a virus; maybe they were trying to gain the upper hand. Jules had to keep safe and quiet, and wait for the right moment.

Professor Thompson moved to the doorway, and Jules noticed his briefcase was there. He crouched, opening it wide. He pulled out a tablet and tapped at the screen. In another language, he spoke a string of sentences, followed by ones in English. “The portal is now closed. The shield is off. The time is now!” He slammed the case shut and smiled at Jules.

____________

The crystal glowed brightly, and the light faded as always, except Slate wasn’t at my side.

“Slate!” I called out, but I was alone in Haven’s portal room. That had never happened before. Slate had been right beside me, but now he wasn’t here. I went to the table and attempted to scroll through it to check the records, but it was powered down. Dead.

The walls dimmed, and the crystal ceased its constant green glow. The portals were failing again.

I instantly thought of Jules. My daughter had been the one to power them up, using her gifts from the Iskios, and now they were gone. That might mean that Jules was hurt… or worse. I ran through the corridors and arrived outside, quickly gripping the pistol holstered on my hip.

There was always a lander parked here, and now it was nothing but a pile of smoking rubble. The guard tower was destroyed, lying on its side, and I heard a noise in the debris. Everything around the portal was damaged, even the bunk house the guards stayed at when they were pulling late shifts.

I thought about calling out for survivors, but my better sense told me enemies might be nearby. My back pressed to the wall of the portal corridors, dug into the hillside, and I scanned the yard to see if anyone was about. When nothing crossed my vision, I raced toward the crumbled guard tower.

The sound came at me again, faint at first, but it grew louder as I walked over the boulders and smashed chunks of beige rubble. I strained my ears, trying to listen, and finally found the source location. I climbed up a pile of rocks, near the top of the tower, which sat smashed on the ground, a twisting grouping of roof tiles and metal guard-railing.

“Help,” a tiny voice said, and I bent over, tossing rock after rock away from the wreckage.

“I’m here. You’re going to be okay,” I said without confidence.

It took at least ten minutes before I saw a swatch of their clothing. I still didn’t know if it was a man or woman trapped beneath the destruction, and their soft cries for assistance had grown silent five minutes earlier.

“I can see you. Stay with me,” I said to them, and hurried. Sweat soaked through my shirt as I worked feverously, tossing stone after stone from the trapped person beneath the fallen tower.

I finally uncovered the body. She was half crushed, her legs bent and bloody from the impact. Her head was bleeding from multiple cuts, and her eyes opened slightly as I touched her cheek with a grimy palm.

“What happened?” I asked her.

“He turned on us,” she said so quietly, I had to lean in to hear her.

“Who did? Who turned on you?” I asked.

“Frank. He… he worked with me for the last three…” She coughed, blood trailing over her lips. “Three years. He… killed the others. He detonated a device… took down the tower.”

My mind reeled. Frank. I remembered the guy. He was always nice, asking about the family. I was sure he had kids of his own. Why would he turn on them? And then the captive from my barn on Earth’s words reminded me: Do you have any idea how many of us there are already among you?

“Nononononononono…” I tried to stand, but my knees were weak. “We’ve been tricked. Damn it, they fooled us this whole time!”

The woman’s breathing was shallow, and a tear fell from her eye. “They’re here.”

I reached for her earpiece but didn’t see the device. I fumbled through the wreckage beside her and found it still intact. I placed it into my ear and tapped it to life.

“Come in. Come in. This is Dean Parker. I need to speak with someone. Get me Leslie or Terrance, now!” I shouted, and a voice crackled over the line.

“Dean Parker. Do you know what’s happening? We’ve lost communication with half our ground troops,” the voice returned.

This was bad. “Where’s Terrance?”

“He’s… hold, please.” The call paused, and I glanced at the wounded woman. She didn’t appear to have long. I needed someone to come for her.

Terrance’s voice came through. “Dean?”

“Terrance, it’s a trap! The incoming fleet is a distraction! They’re here. They’ve always been here!” I yelled.

He didn’t speak for a minute, and when he finally did, he was breathing hard. “Dean, things are bad. We’re seeing smoke from the center of the city. Half our landers are grounded due to a mechanical glitch, and… wait, I’m getting word from the fleet.”

I paced atop the rubble, watching the sky while I waited. “What’s happening out there?”

“It’s the Bhlat… they broke off from the rest of the fleet. They’re lowering through Haven’s atmosphere as we speak.”

The woman at my feet stopped moving, her eyes remaining open, her chest no longer rising.

I peered up again and saw five of the deadly Bhlat dropships heading straight for the Academy.


Twenty

The incoming lander raced toward them, and Jules stared forward, noticing the dark, menacing, almost crackling clouds behind it. This had to be Papa, coming to rescue her, she just knew it, but Professor Thompson was walking toward it. She hated thinking of him as her professor, but she didn’t know what else to call him.

Jules deflated when she realized there was no way her dad was inside the incoming lander. The ship set to the ground near them, wind from the sudden storm buffeting the unlikely pair as the door to the compact vessel sprang open.

A woman’s head popped out, and her eyes were wild and frantic as she scanned the area, her gaze settling on Jules. A gun was in her hand a second later, and she aimed it at Jules, who, without knowing what else to do, found herself hiding behind Thompson.

“Put that away, Olgen. She’s insurance. Let’s get the hell out of here.” The man began walking for the lander, and the woman shouted.

“Stop. We can’t leave. The Bhlat…”

Thompson stiffened, and Jules heard his voice crack when he spoke. “What about the Bhlat?”

“They’re here. They didn’t buy our trick.” She pointed to the sky, and Jules followed her finger, seeing five small dots targeting their position.

“No! What do we do?” Professor Thompson glared at Jules, eyes dancing in his head. “I have to turn the shield on.”

“But we’ll be stuck!” the woman named Olgen shouted.

“So be it. Change of plans. We can leave here in one piece, I swear it. Do you really think they’ll attack a school full of their alliance’s children?” Thompson laughed now, a deep menacing sound. “Watch the girl.” He shoved Jules toward the woman and ran for the maintenance building once again.

Jules saw her opportunity and darted to the side, away from the woman’s outstretched hands. She needed to stop the man from turning the shield back on. She didn’t know why, but if he thought it was necessary to activate it, then Jules didn’t want that to happen.

“Get over here, you little runt,” the woman said, chasing after her.

Jules didn’t obey. She ran for the building, the wind bringing fat, lazy drops of rain with it now. By the time she arrived at the edge of the structure, her dark curly hair was flattened against her face, and she was soaked.

A pulse blast struck the wall beside the door, and Jules had a choice. What would her dad do? She peered over her shoulder to find Olgen standing ten feet away, gun pointed right at her.

“I don’t think so, kid,” the woman said, her voice accented now.

Professor Thompson appeared at the door, pleased with himself. “It’s set. They won’t be able to access the field.” He seemed to notice them there for the first time. “Why are you two goofing around? Back to the lander.”

“What does the shield do?” Olgen asked him, grabbing Jules roughly by the arm.

“It allows only sanctioned Alliance landers and transport buses through. Anything larger, or with the improper ID code, will be denied by the field.” Thompson grinned, and pointed as one of the Bhlat dropships arrived overhead. The shield was a huge invisible dome, but Jules saw blue energy flare up as the ship attempted to lower beyond it. They were unable to breach the barrier.

“To the school. Tell everyone to reconvene here. This is why we worked so many years to secure our strategic positions around Haven, isn’t it?” Thompson asked the woman, and she only nodded grimly as they entered the lander.

Olgen hopped into the front seat, and Thompson indicated Jules take a seat in the rear. She wasn’t tied up or incapacitated, and she stared at his arm, where the crystal device was strapped below his sleeve. Her power had somehow transferred into the stones, and she assumed that if they’d been pulled out, they could be returned to her.

She just needed to stay calm.

Lightning flashed overhead, and a shock of thunder set Jules’ nerves on fire. She thought it might be an attack, but when she saw another flash of bright light hit the shield across the schoolyard, she knew better.

Jules craned her neck, turning her head toward the city, and she now saw smoke billowing from multiple spots. One appeared to be near their condo, and she silently hoped that Hugo and her mother were okay. Her dad wasn’t even on Haven, and if what the professor said about the portals being deactivated was true, he might not be able to save her. The mere idea of being helpless without her Papa or her abilities washed over her, sending her into a spiraling state of worry.

They lowered near the front of the Academy, the statue standing tall and proud, and Jules stared at it, soaking in the meaning behind the Gatekeepers and everything her father had instilled in her. She would defend them: not only herself, but everyone inside the Academy.

“Get out!” Olgen shouted, and shoved Jules toward the exit.

Jules saw the two armed guards by the door, and she called for them to help, only to have them laugh in return. They were Kold as well. The entire Academy had been taken over by the people disguised as humans.

Thompson looked to the sky and walked on, leading them to the school doors. Jules had strolled in this entrance for the last three years, but now, like this, it felt forever changed.

“Bar these doors. Don’t let anyone inside. Where’s Clem? He has the codes for the panic system. Tell him to activate them,” Thompson told the two men.

“Why? Aren’t we blowing this place up and leaving?” the shorter man asked.

“If you failed to notice, we have a full regiment of Bhlat warriors above us waiting to rip our heads from our necks,” Thompson told him, and the man’s hand instinctively ran to his neck, rubbing it.

“Clem, initiate lockdown mode,” the man said into his earpiece. They were all in civilian clothing, and Jules couldn’t tell the difference between them and a human. Olgen’s make-up was running down her face, revealing black tattoos along her temples. Jules tried not to stare at the intricately-woven artwork.

Seconds later, the Academy building shook, and a glowing blue energy field rolled over the windows, covering the skylights, then the doorways. There was no way in or out. The Academy was sealed tight.

____________

Terrance had sent someone to pick me up, and I was shocked to see Mary inside the lander. She ran for me, and I hugged her tightly.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“You too. What happened to Slate?” she asked.

“He didn’t make it through the portal with me. The entire portal room died, as if it powered off,” I told her.

“You don’t think it has anything to do with Jules, do you?” she asked. “I can’t believe we let her become trapped in the school.” Mary was visibly on the verge of a breakdown.

“We’ll find her, but first we have to leave. What’s going on out there?” I asked her.

“The Kold have been attacking all over the nation. We’ve heard of attacks at even our most remote settlements,” she said.

“This is bad,” I whispered.

“Really bad. They’ve been planning this for a long time. They could be anywhere… or anyone,” she told me.

We entered the lander, and I nodded to Terrance. “What are we going to do?” I asked him.

“We have a plan. Come on,” he said, closing the door as the ship lifted from the ground.

“What is it? Where are we going?” I asked him, but he didn’t answer right away.

“The Bhlat went straight for the school,” Terrance said.

“Are they working together?” I asked.

“It’s too early to tell. I have to assume so. Otherwise, they would have warned us, right?” Mary asked.

A storm was upon us, Haven under attack by a weather system as well as by the Kold. If the Bhlat were working with the human-like aliens, there was no way we’d win the day.

“Have you guys heard from the Academy?” I asked, and Mary shook her head.

“There’s no communication lines open. It’s sealed up,” she told me, and I hung my head, resting my elbows on my knees.

Terrance flew the lander quickly, pushing the thrusters as the ship stayed low to the ground.

“What about Hugo?” I asked Mary.

“He’s with the Nanny-bot. Her programming is to head to the cellar with him if something should go wrong. I expect that’s where they are now.” Mary’s eyes betrayed the confidence in her voice.

Terrance tapped his earpiece. “Say that again.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“The Bhlat. They’ve set two of their dropships in the city, and there are at least two hundred of the armored warriors walking toward city center, armed to the teeth,” Terrance said.

My stomach flopped. What could we do? “Have we sent the rest of the fleet back?”

“We’ve been blocked from sending communications. These Kold really did a number on us. God, why didn’t we see this coming? We should have been more prepared,” Terrance said.

“We only recently learned they were here. The tests were supposed to be subtle,” I told them.

“There was no way the Kold hidden among us were going to let us test them. Our only hope is that they messed up somehow; that our virus test façade pushed them into their attack, so they were sloppy. We’ll find a breach, and we will save this world,” Terrance said with some grit behind it.

“That’s the spirit,” I said.

He was lowering us to the edge of the city, at least two kilometers out, and as we exited the ship, I stared at the skyscrapers burning in the distance.

“Lots of them would be at work, Dean. We’ll deal with the aftermath later. Now, we fight,” Mary said, clutching my hand.

“What is this place?” I asked, finally noticing there was nothing of consequence around us; only the usual hilly landscape, the dirt and sand around the rocks turning to mud in the rainstorm.

“This is…” Terrance lifted a stone, attached by a hinge, and pressed his thumb against a slight screen. “Our only hope.”

A door appeared on the false front, revealing an entire hidden room. It was nondescript here, and I searched for anything of use. “I really don’t think us hiding out in a hillside…”

Terrance pressed his thumb to the corner of the room, where another screen was hidden, and the floor slid open. A spiral staircase ran below the ground.

“This way,” he said, rushing down the steps. Mary shrugged and followed, and I stayed close to her, my boots clanging on the metal stairs. Dim lights flashed on as they sensed our movement, and soon we were at the bottom. We were inside a huge cavern, the smell of mildew and damp rocks seeping into my nose.

Inside, there were rows and rows of weapons, and at the rear of the immense space sat a tank-like vehicle. “Slate would love this,” I whispered as I neared the armored truck. The turret held a massive pulse cannon, and instead of road wheels and tracks, this had thrusters beneath it.

“Where did all of this come from?” Mary asked him.

“We’ve been stockpiling for a few years, in case something like this ever happened. We’re always looking to the stars, but a lot of battles are fought on the ground. I wasn’t going to let Haven go undefended. I only wish we had more time to prepare,” Terrance said, and the clanging of boots echoed around the room.

I glanced back, pulling my pulse pistol out.

“Put that away, Parker. We’re on the same team.” Sergo grinned at me, and he was followed by so many familiar faces. Walo was there, Loweck in tow.

Hectal was frowning as he stomped toward me. He clapped a big hand on my shoulder and squeezed it. “Ready to kick some Kold butt?” he asked.

I had no choice but to nod. “Where did you come from?”

“We came through while you were talking to the Kold on the Horizon. We figured Haven could use a hand if things went south,” Loweck told us. She scanned the room, and paused when she met my gaze. “Where’s Slate? Is he already in the tank?”

“Loweck…”

She ran over to me, grabbing me by the collar. “Where is he, Dean?”

“He didn’t come through this end of the portal. It died right after I passed through,” I told her.

“What does that mean? Is he okay?” she asked in a panic.

“I’m sure he’s fine. He’s probably on the Horizon safe and sound, and wondering what happened,” I assured her.

More people filed into the secret space, and Leslie arrived, hugging Terrance. Soon there were at least a hundred of us inside the cavern, all wearing armor, each holding as many weapons as we could hold. There were bikes, landers, and tanks inside; we were prepared for a war.

“How do we know who to attack? They could be hiding behind our own lines,” Hectal said.

“The rain.” I pointed up. “I’ve seen their make-up run off. They’ll have a harder time. Meanwhile, don’t trust anyone. What about the people in this room?” I asked, eyeing the humans around us, many of whom I didn’t know.

“They’ve all been tested. We found three Kold at the head office. They were too startled by the sudden testing to do anything but go along with it. They really thought it was a virus test,” Leslie advised.

“What did you do with them?” I asked, but the look in her eyes told me not to ask again.

“We go to the city, retake what’s ours, then move for the Academy. Our fleet will eliminate the few Kold ships out there, and have to return eventually. Then we’ll have all the reinforcements we need,” Terrance said.

“That could be hours from now,” Mary said.

“Then we have some work to do,” Walo buzzed from behind us.

I leaned toward Mary. “I’m going home without you.”

“I’m coming with you!” she shouted.

“You can’t. I need you to be a leader for these people. Go to the Academy border and wait until we can find Jules,” I said, not wanting to tell her I was worried we both might die, leaving our children orphaned.

She nodded and kissed me on the lips, pressing hard. I felt her tears on my cheek.

“I love you,” I told her, and everyone started for the various vehicles. “Hectal, you coming with me?”

“You bet,” Hectal said quickly.

“I want to come too,” Sergo said, and I glared at the insectoid. He’d screwed me over before, and I wasn’t going to risk it. But it was better to have him with me than with Mary, so I agreed.

“No funny business,” I told the Padlog. So far, Sergo was more of a behind-the-scenes thief and smuggler, so I wondered what his motives were. I noticed Walo staring at him, and it all become far clearer. He was trying to impress the girl.

“How do we get out of here?” I asked Terrance, interrupting him from giving orders to a team of soldiers.

Terrance raised a finger to the team and smiled at me. “This way.” He used his arm console and tapped a code into it. The far dirt wall flashed to reveal an energy field. The wall had been a false barrier. I now saw the ramp beyond it, and the dim cloud-covered sky even farther up the incline.

“Very nice.” I gripped Terrance by the shoulders. “We take the city, then the Academy, right?”

“Right. And, Dean?”

I saw something change in his face; his eyes hardened. “Yes?”

“Just because they look like us doesn’t make them friends. We kill them if it comes to it, understood?”

“Without a doubt,” I agreed, knowing it would be easier said than done.

“Come on, Parker!” Sergo shouted from the top hatch of our tank. “Time to do some saving the planet!”

I ran for the tank, which Hectal had fired up, and silently wished our allies good luck. I waved at Mary as she entered a lander heading for the south edge of the city, where the enemy was rumored to be gathering. The Bhlat were going in the same direction, and I still didn’t know if they were enemies or friends. Sometimes the line between the two could become blurred.

I climbed the side of the tank, stole one last glance at the departing regiment, and hopped into the hatch.

“Hectal, we have to find my son,” I growled, and he gave me a gruff agreement.

“You don’t mind if we kill some bad guys along the way, do you?” he asked.

“Not at all.”


Twenty-One

“Where are the other kids?” Rumi asked Jules. He was huddled on the floor of the cafeteria, and Jules did what she could to comfort the little Padlog boy. He was usually so happy and carefree, but since the invasion, he was terrified, shaking like a leaf in the wind. Jules would be strong for him, for all of them. She had no choice.

“I think they separated us for a reason,” Jules told him, loud enough for the others to hear her. There were only forty students under ten Earth years old or equivalent, and that was who Jules had been placed with once Thompson had brought her to the Academy. Part of her wished she could have stayed with Professor Thompson, if only to learn what they were doing.

“What reason?” a Bhlat girl asked, her hair in thin braids, her eyes dark and solemn.

“I don’t know. Maybe they thought it was worse keeping us all in the same place. Maybe the older kids were causing too much trouble,” Jules suggested.

“You don’t think they killed anyone, do you?” a Keppe boy asked. He was twice Jules’ size, his black armored skin giving him the appearance of a powerful warrior instead of a kid only two years her senior.

“I don’t know,” she said, but she thought about the dead man in the maintenance yard and the blood on Professor Thompson’s knife.

Then there was the smoke pouring from the city, and Jules knew the truth. The Kold had attacked Haven, and they’d killed a lot of people.

“What can we do?” Rumi asked, suddenly energized, a crazed look in his eyes. “We’re Gatekeepers. We have to stop them.”

Jules almost laughed at his meek voice saying strong words. She set a hand on his arm and shook her head. “We can’t. We aren’t Gatekeepers, Rumi. We’re little kids, and they’re armed, angry, and dangerous.”

“But…”

“She’s right,” the Bhlat girl said. “We don’t know anything – at least, you all don’t. The Bhlat are trained in hand-to-hand combat and arms from birth.”

Jules wanted to tell her to shut up, and that her people were the real reason for the attack in the first place, but she bit her tongue hard enough to draw blood and sat back, leaning her head against the wall.

“Everyone stay calm. We wait,” Jules said. Someone would come for her. For them.

“What about our professors? Are they okay? I hope no one hurt Professor Thompson,” the human boy she sat beside in Portals 101 said. She thought his name was Carl.

“Yeah, and Suma. Is Suma alive?” someone else asked.

“Professor Thompson is one of them! He’s bad!” Jules shouted, unable to contain it any longer.

“What do you mean? He’s human!” Carl yelled, his face turning red.

“No, he’s not. The Kold look like us, but they’re different,” Jules told them. “He has tattoos on his face, and he’s trying to destroy us.”

The moment she said it, she knew it was a mistake. Panic coursed through the entire cafeteria, and some of the kids began to cry. Maybe her dad was right. Starting at the Academy this young was probably a mistake. They weren’t ready for anything like this; neither was she.

“Stop it! Everyone stop!” Jules stood up. “We’re going to make it through this. Our parents are out there, and they’ll come help. Do you think they’ll stand by while we’re killed by some demented aliens?” She didn’t wait for an answer, because she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear their opinions about it. “We have to stay calm, and if we find a moment to do something, we take it.”

The room silenced, and Jules had a moment of pride swell in her chest. They were all looking to her for guidance, where a day ago, no one had wanted to talk to her. She’d show them she wasn’t a freak. Even though she felt naked without being able to access her abilities, she felt even more determined to save these children. It was what Papa would do.

A gunshot rang out: not a pulse like most people used, but the loud bang of a rifle. Papa and Uncle Zeke sometimes shot them at the farm, trying to hit small cans as targets. He never let her play along but promised she could one day when she was older.

Another shot carried through the chained double doors, and Jules scrambled to her feet, running for the exit. A few other kids followed, and she waved them away. “Stay down,” she warned them, and all but Rumi obeyed.

A body lay in the center of the hall. A Molariun professor she didn’t have for any of her classes was bleeding on the floor, and Jules knew the small blue woman was dead. A row of students was being herded through the hallway past the cafeteria, and she spotted Dean among them. His hair fell over his eyes as he shuffled his feet forward.

Jules noticed him glancing to the guards subtly, and if she knew Patty’s brother, he was trying to imagine being the hero, grabbing a gun, and releasing the rest of the kids. She silently hoped he wouldn’t do anything foolish; otherwise, he’d end up like the body they were standing beside.

Dean peered over, and Jules knew she’d been spotted. She stared at him and shook her head, warning him to not do anything rash. He broke the locked gaze, letting his hair fall in his face again as the group of fifty or so children stalked away at gunpoint.

____________

The tank stopped at the outskirts of town, and we assessed the area. Sergo opened the hatch to release a drone, and we watched it hover nearby before racing toward my condo building. From here, we could see the real devastation. The Kold had done a number on us. People were in the streets, bodies piled up and dead. Some ran from us, fearful we were the enemy.

Others were hiding in alleys, scared of more attacks, but I guessed the majority of the offensive was over. The Kold had been brutal and merciless as they laid waste to the people they’d shared a home with for the last few years.

They worked, ate, drank, socialized, and went to PTA meetings with the very same people they’d turned on and attacked. I had no remorse for the Kold, none whatsoever. At that moment, I wanted to hunt each and every one down until we’d eradicated their entire race from the universe. But that wasn’t my job, and if I made that my mission, I was no better than the Kold were.

“This is terrible,” Hectal said quietly as we saw the wreckage of destroyed buildings. One block would be clear and brand-new appearing, and the next was rubble. Our video feed showed fire-suppressing drones everywhere, and people were in the streets helping each other. There were large groups gathering close to my condo building, near the playground.

“Hectal, take us there,” I ordered, and he didn’t wait. We lifted from the ground, the tank hovering in the air, leading us toward my block. I saw the condo and breathed a sigh of relief. The building stood, and I ached to rush to it in search of my little son. He’d be so scared, stuck in the panic room underground with a Nanny-bot instead of his parents.

The tank stopped past the building, and as I was about to jump out and run to Hugo’s aid, I saw the incoming armed group of Kold on the screen.

“Looks like we have a rogue group of Kold heading for our people. They’re a block away, taking cover inside the treed area,” Hectal said.

Sergo’s antennae flopped around on his head. “They’ll never see them coming!”

Ignoring the fact that my son was so close, I ordered the tank to the playground. There was a mix of humans, Bhlat, Keppe, Padlog, and any other Alliance members you could think of: at least forty people, men, women, elderly and children, all bunched together.

I spotted the first Kold entering through a gap in the treeline, his gun held up in aim. “Fire, Hectal!”

The big man spun the turret, aiming toward the incoming influx of armed Kold, and pressed the cannon to life. Three bursts shot out, vaporizing the Kold as well as half of the trees at the edge of the playground. Our people shouted from the park, some racing away.

Opening the hatch, I stuck my head out, yelling for them to stop. “We’re on your side!” I shouted.

An elderly Molariun man was the first to speak up. “How do we know this?”

A familiar face stepped in front of him and pointed at me. “Because that’s Dean Parker,” Tim Dobbs said, a grin across his face.

“Dean! Help us!” someone called, and Hectal released another blast as more Kold arrived.

“Two of them escaped.” I ducked my head inside, and Sergo pointed to the drone footage.

“We’ll take them by foot,” I said, hopping out of the tank, my boots landing heavily on the grass. Sergo was beside me in a flash, a pulse rifle in his hands. I’d never seen him take to action so quickly, and wondered if I was seeing a changed man.

I motioned for him to follow me, and we raced across the playground, through the swing set, and into the trees across from my condo building. It was raining lightly, but the wind picked up, almost as if warning of a bigger storm brewing.

“They went this way.” Sergo took the lead, rushing headfirst into the brambles. I chased after him, quickly becoming turned around in the dense tree cover. Sergo stopped suddenly, and I bumped into him. He was scanning the area, and he heard the branch snap at the same moment as I did, only he pulled the trigger.

A Kold fell to the ground, hitting a smooth tree trunk along the way, leaving a smear of blood. One down.

Another noise from my right, and I swung my pistol around, ducking as a blast hit the tree behind me. I fired four quick successive shots, and the woman let out a cry. I ran to her, kicking the gun away from her reach, and she stared at me with hatred I hadn’t seen in a long time.

“You’re too late, human. We’ve won,” she said, clutching her wounds.

“We’ll see about that.” I picked up her gun and walked away, leaving her there.

“Shouldn’t we… you know?” Sergo nodded toward the dying woman.

I shook my head. “Let nature take over. She doesn’t deserve any better.” An iron grip clutched my chest as we emerged through the trees, and I jogged over to Tim’s side.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. His daughter was nowhere in sight.

“I was going to check to see if you’d returned. I hadn’t heard about the job, so I was curious,” he said, eyes wide.

“Where’s Violet?” I asked after his daughter.

“I left her with the neighbors.” His voice cracked. “I can only hope she’s…”

I patted his shoulder. “She’ll be okay. I need to find my son, then we’ll bring you all to safety.”

“Are we going to die?” a woman asked loudly.

“No. The Kold have attacked us. We expected this, but from the skies, not from our neighbors. We were short-sighted, but the worst is over. We’re fighting, and we will win the day,” I told them, feeling a little like a caricature at my speech.

“Where’s our fleet? Why haven’t we seen any ships?” a Keppe man asked. He was huge, and Sergo tossed him a gun, which he caught deftly.

I didn’t want to take the time to explain how we were tricked, so I delayed. “They’re on their way.” It was as good as true.

“What’s our move?” the big man asked.

“I’m going to find my son.” I pointed toward the penthouse atop the glass structure. “Sergo and Hectal will lead you to the edge of town.”

“No way, Parker,” Sergo told me, his arms crossed over his chest. “If I let anything bad happen to you, Walo’s not going to let me sample the nectar, if you know what I mean?”

Unfortunately, I did know what he meant, but I didn’t dignify that with a response. “Fine. Let’s make this quick, then.”

I’d never entered the stronghold beneath our building, and honestly had never expected to need it. Hectal drove the tank, taking a few of the older and younger rescues inside with him. Sergo and the big Keppe, who told me his name was Leral, joined me at the head of our group. We kept a watchful eye to the sky and ground, but the drone above us showed no reprehensible activity within a couple of blocks’ radius.

We arrived at the building, and I stopped, spinning to face the out-of-breath group behind me. “Everyone stay tight. Leral will protect you. Does anyone else have experience with guns?” I asked, and an elderly human woman raised her hand.

“I joined a gun range when my husband died. For protection,” she added.

Hectal tossed a pulse rifle from the tank hatch, and I held it out to her. “Be careful. If you have any questions, ask Leral,” I said, but she held it assuredly, and I noted her checking the power source and the crosshairs with practiced efficiency. “We don’t see any Kold nearby, but we don’t know what kind of traps they’ve set. We could be walking into a minefield or encounter a timed bomb. Be vigilant and we’ll make it through.”

I urged Sergo with me and left the group standing there, Leral and the older woman on either side, armed and ready to defend. Having a hovertank didn’t hurt their chances at survival either. I had every intention of doing this quickly.

The power was out, and that meant the elevators were dead. Most of the buildings had backup systems in place, but ours was using that stored energy to power the secret panic room beneath the ground and storage rooms.

“I’m going to check the penthouse first,” I told Sergo, and he agreed. We burst through the stairwell, running up the steps three at a time. The building wasn’t tall, only a few stories, and we arrived at my suite’s side entrance in less than two minutes. With the doors on lockdown and the power out, I needed a physical key, which I didn’t have on me.

I banged against the door, shouting for Hugo or the Nanny-bot, but no answer came.

Sergo brushed me aside with a wave of his arm. “Allow me.” The thief pulled a small pouch from his belt and lowered to one knee. He opened the cloth, grabbing two metal prods. Shoving them inside the lock, he lifted and twisted them; seconds later, he was pressing the door open.

My jaw dropped, and he shrugged. “It’s a gift.”

I ran inside. “Hugo!” The living room was empty, his bedroom devoid of anything but his toys and a messy bed. “Hugo!” My son wasn’t there, and neither was the Nanny-bot. Maggie barked, her tail wagging as she ran for me. I picked up the dog, letting her lick me in the face as we headed for the exit. “Downstairs it is.”

“How do you access this secret space?” Sergo asked.

“That’s a good question.” Something shook outside, and I ran to the window, seeing a fresh plume of smoke erupting from a nearby fire. The Kold were active in the city, and close. “We don’t have much time.”

I moved for the private elevator and saw it was on our floor. I pried the doors open and stepped inside. There was a maintenance grate on the bottom of the lift, and I peeled the carpet away, finding the metal cover.

“How are your rappelling skills? And I don’t mean the opposite sex,” I said, throwing the joke to cover the dread in the pit of my stomach. My son needed me, and so did the people out there. We had to keep moving, or we were in for a battle we might not be able to win.

“I can climb a rope, if that’s what you mean,” Sergo said cockily.

“Good. You go first.” I pointed to the open grate, and he muttered something in his own language before crouching then climbing through the opening.

He pulled a tether from his belt and clipped it to the bottom of the elevator. “Glad you made us wear these suits.”

I accessed my tether and copied him, following through the grate and grasping the thick cables used to carry the elevators. Sergo moved quickly, faster than I could with a dog in my arms, and by the time I was at the bottom, Sergo had already pried the elevator doors wide open.

I was panting, and I flexed my hands, which were sore from the tight grip. We’d made it to the bottom floor, which was technically the basement. It was used for storage, reminding me of the old-world condos Earth had, only now most people didn’t have enough possessions to need storage for them. We didn’t have old antique heirlooms kicking around, no more stacks of every newspaper since the dawn of time, no children’s toys we just couldn’t part with. Most of us had the clothes on our backs, a few changes, and enough food to live a happy existence.

The hall was dark, and we triggered the lights on our armor. Sergo’s shadow loomed long in front of him, and I stayed at the rear, gun at ready. I wasn’t expecting any Kold to surprise me here, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

We ran past the endless rows of mostly empty storage cages, until we reached the far right unit. Mary had taken the tour of the panic room when we moved in, and this was where she’d told me it was located. I fumbled around the room, searching for a secret opening, and Sergo left me there, heading for the adjacent storage cage.

“Dean,” he said quietly. Then he yelled it when I didn’t reply. “Dean! I think you’d better see this.”

I spun, rushing to his side. A small device was stuck to the wall, and it was counting down. From the looks of it, we had five minutes before it exploded.

There was no time to spare. I needed to find Hugo from beneath the building, and quickly.


Twenty-Two

Jules heard the concussions of grenades and pulse cannons above them, and even through the shield, the Academy was vibrating from the series of attacks. This had set off another round of crying from the kids around her, but Jules was done with tears.

She stood up, moving away from the huddling group of students. She needed a plan. “What would Papa do?” she asked herself again, trying to channel her inner Parker. It was in her blood, that hero gene that both her amazing mother and father had coursing through their veins. She had it too, and her dad had often reminded her she was so much more than her Iskios power.

Jules noticed the kitchen to the side of the cafeteria, and she moved for it now. She stopped and made sure no one was following her. She had to escape this cafeteria, and she needed to do it alone. Any of these kids coming with her would only slow her down, make her careless as she watched over them. No. This was a solo mission.

She knew the stories. There were times her dad needed a big group around him to accomplish a mission, and then there were times he had to fulfill it himself. This was one of those times. Jules would go alone.

She entered the inside of the commercial kitchen, a spot the students weren’t allowed to enter while school was in session. She felt a tingle of excitement at being able to witness a forbidden room, but it quickly vanished as she tried to think how she could possibly stop the Kold and Professor Thompson from hurting anyone, and from destroying the Academy.

For the first time since Patty was pulled from the school by her parents, Jules was happy her best friend wasn’t there. Patty was safely on the Horizon, and that was where she belonged. But her brother Dean was in the Academy, and Jules needed to help him, and to make sure he didn’t do anything stupid. She knew the look he’d had in his eyes, and it usually came before a boy did something with bravado.

She didn’t think the older boy stood a chance against these Kold, though she wouldn’t say that to his face.

The ceilings were tall here, but near the cooktops and ovens, it dropped. That was where all the ventilation was. She wondered if she could fit in the vents, climbing away from the cafeteria. Jules grabbed a sack of flour and dragged it near the countertops. She stepped on it and clambered up the cabinets, her feet landing on the quartz. There were dirty dishes around the stoves, remnants of a lunch preparation interrupted.

From her new vantage point, she saw the body of the head cook. Mrs. Bothwell lay face-first into the floor near the pantry, a knife in her side. Blood covered her white apron, and Jules fought the incoming tears. “No. Focus,” she told herself, and walked along the counters until she reached the range hoods. Above were the vents, and she found the nearest grate in the wall. It was small, and Jules worried she was too big to fit through.

If that was the case, she had no idea how to escape the room. It would be over for her.

The screws were slotted, and she leaned over, picking up a metal flipper from beside a gas cooktop. It was greasy, but she didn’t care. It did the trick and soon she’d removed one, then two of the screws. She leaned the grate against the wall and started to climb into the opening.

Something stopped her, and she jumped out. She went to the other side of the room, ignoring the dead woman on the floor, and found a knife block. She grabbed a blade, wrapped it in a tea towel, and shoved it into the rear pocket of her uniform.

A minute later, she was twisting through the vents, finding she had enough room to spread her arms wide. This motivated her, and she scurried through it, heading overtop of the cafeteria.

She wondered if the kids below could hear her moving, or if it was insulated enough. Jules spotted another grate below her, and she took a break to watch the group of students piled near each other, nervously biding their time for the coming eventuality. Jules silently wished them luck and moved along.

Soon she was overtop the hallway she’d seen Dean in, and the ventilation ducts formed a T. She considered going right, because she might be able to make it outside, maybe even shut the shield off, allowing the Bhlat to enter.

But she needed to find Dean and the others first. She knew the Bhlat had come to destroy the Kold, that much was clear, but she couldn’t trust that they wouldn’t destroy the school in the process, even with some of their own children attending the Academy. Jules knew her dad trusted the Empress, but she wasn’t willing to risk the kids’ lives on it. She had to save them first, then turn off the shield.

She turned left and crawled on her hands and knees, farther into the school. Her wrists were already aching, her legs growing battered as she hurried along. Jules stopped to rest over the Cultures classroom. It was more of a museum, with artifacts borrowed from around the galaxies, some from Suma’s father Sarlun’s private collection. The classroom was used for both history of Alliance members worlds, and culture lessons.

Each race had different ethics, religions, customs, and governments, and it was the Academy’s job to train Gatekeepers on these so they didn’t create any issues when visiting or conversing with another member of the school, or when they were out in the real world.

The Gatekeepers were always paired up, almost exclusively with someone not of the same race as them. This educational class was meant to mitigate altercations and streamline future duos. Jules assumed this was all a good thing, and her parents had spoken to her at length about being nice to the different kids, no matter how weird they appeared to her.

She didn’t really see the need to worry about that. She’d grown up with aliens all around her, and they were commonplace. She guessed that, to her parents, who came from Earth, the unique beings might seem surprising. To her, they were a normal part of her life.

Jules stretched and stopped staring into the dimly-lit empty room below. She had to keep going.

The vents appeared to go on forever from here, and she remembered there were floors above her. She could emerge on the second floor if necessary. She found a grate above her a short distance away, and she peered through it. A boot stepped on the metal cover, sending Jules scrambling away from the opening.

“This isn’t how we planned it!” a woman’s voice said, the anger palpable.

“I know, but we have to deal with the new reality.” This was Professor Thompson. Jules would know his voice anywhere. She inched closer, hoping to sneak a peek at his arm, to see if the crystals were still strapped to him.

“What you propose is insane. They’ll never go for it!” the woman said. Jules saw her now, and recognized her as one of the Academy’s administrators.

“What choice will they have? They’ll grant us passage to the portal, or we kill all their children and destroy the Academy,” he said, as if he was holding a conversation with a sulky student.

“They have a choice, all right. It’s called waiting us out and destroying us when we run out of food,” she said.

“You have a lot to learn. Do you think we’re not expendable? Do you really think that the Kold will not die here today to do what is right?” Professor Thompson asked.

“We… they won’t stand for it.”

“I disagree. We have a binding contract for destroying this building: not only the structure, but the entire organization. When we’re done here, there will be no Academy, and they will never do it again, because… do you know why?” Thompson asked, once again using his teacher voice.

Jules saw his arm and noticed the crystals were there, hiding beneath his sleeve.

“Because the Alliance will be in shambles after letting this transpire?” the woman answered with a question.

“That’s right. What kind of Alliance survives the death of five hundred children? And the humans were stupid enough to let us in their lives without ever growing suspicious. Is that the race you want to work alongside? No. And don’t even get me started on the Bhlat.

“It’s clear the Bhlat broke away from the others, selfishly, to come finish what they started. As angry as I am about them blocking us in here, it will only help our cause,” Thompson said, the passion and fervor in his voice turning Jules’ blood to ice.

“But we can’t die. There are too few of us. We’ve sacrificed so much already. The last of our fleet is out there…”

“They’ll be fine. Once they lead the Alliance fleet on a wild goose chase for long enough, they’ll hop out of there,” he told her.

Jules’ heart raced. They were going to destroy the school, even if it meant their own demise. Jules had learned of other people doing acts like this in the name of their beliefs, and she could tell Professor Thompson was about to do the same thing. Martyrs for a cause.

“What’s to stop them from sending the authorized landers through the shield with soldiers?” the woman asked.

“I’ve changed the parameters. No one goes in…”

“Or out?”

“Or out,” he confirmed.

Jules had to do something… but what? She needed a way to find the students, hide them, and then lower the shield, but how could she do that on her own?

She wasn’t alone. She could rally the troops. Suma had to be in there somewhere… and… she’d almost overlooked the tiny bird-man who was under the school. Regnig would know what to do! Jules wanted to stay and listen in more, but she needed to keep moving.

“Who am I speaking to?” Thompson’s voice asked, and Jules heard a woman’s voice over a speaker.

“You can call me Leslie. You’re surrounded, and we’ve caught most of your people around the city. It’s over for the Kold. Release our children, lower the shield, and deal with the consequences of your actions,” the voice said.

Jules stopped in her tracks, waiting to hear what came next.

“I don’t think so… Leslie. And you can let Dean Parker know that we have his daughter. No one leaves here alive unless we’re granted safe passage to the portals. You send the Bhlat away, let us go, and you can have your school and the children,” he said. Jules knew he was lying, and she fought the urge to yell that to Leslie. It would likely result in her being killed, and as much as she wanted to help, self-preservation was a strong impulse.

“We don’t control the Bhlat,” Leslie said.

“Listen to me.” Thompson’s voice went low. “You cage your ferocious animals and let us leave peacefully, and you can sleep at night knowing you did what you had to do so the children live.”

There was a pause, and Leslie’s voice lost some of its bite. “Stay tuned. We’ll be in touch.”

The call ended, and Jules shuddered at the mention of her father. She didn’t have much time.

She moved again, crawling through the vents, searching for someone she could trust to help her.

____________

“We need to find a way inside there!” I shouted, rushing to the empty room. My hands searched awkwardly along the walls for a secret latch. Maggie was on the floor now, barking at the strange room.

“Wait, you don’t have your X-ray glasses with you?” Sergo asked, and I stopped, slowly turning to him.

“No. Do you?” I asked.

“Of course. Never leave home without them.” The insectoid slipped on a pair of glasses from a breast pocket and placed them over his large dark eyes. “Right there.” He moved past me and tapped the wall. A handle hissed out and he turned it, tugging hard. The door opened wide.

“Hugo!” I shouted, running through the hall, my light jostling along with me. There was one last door, and I banged on it.

“Who’s there?” a timid voice asked.

“Dean. Dean Parker. We need to leave now!” I yelled, knowing each passing second brought us closer to our deaths.

The composite panel pushed outward, and at least a dozen people were clustered inside.

“Daddy?” I turned to the sound of Hugo’s voice, and he raced into my arms, jumping as he neared, and I caught him, kissing him on the head. Maggie barked a greeting at the sight of the boy.

“Everyone move! We have to leave!” I waved them out and recognized almost all of them as residents of the building.

“Sergo, is there anything you can do about the bomb?” I asked, since he apparently had access to a superhero’s belt on him.

“Leave it with me!” he shouted, and I carried Hugo with me, ushering people toward the exit.

“Can we access the outside?” I asked, and the Nanny-bot pointed the way.

“This way, Mr. Parker,” it said in a monotone voice.

I pressed through the door, knowing we had less than a minute to move clear of the building. Once everyone shuffled out the door and up the stairs, I passed Hugo to the Nanny-bot. He screamed for me.

“It’s fine. I’ll meet you outside.” I turned to the Nanny-bot. “Out now!”

The Nanny-bot obeyed, Maggie chasing after it, leaving me alone in the stairwell.

“Sergo!” I shouted. As much as the man annoyed me, I couldn’t leave him to die here.

He arrived a second later, moving faster than I’d ever seen him go. “We have twenty seconds!” He ran past me, and I chased after him.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“I carry a gooey netting just for such occasions. It can inhibit the effects of a small explosion, slowing it,” he said through panting breaths as we ran headfirst out the door. We were outside now, and the rescued group was moving across the lot, towards the refuge of people near the tank.

“It can?” I asked, and the building exploded behind us, the force sending us flying to the ground. I skidded on my front side, making me grateful for the armored suit and gloves. Rocks rose up and shot at my face from ahead, and I spun to see the condo complex tilt and fall to its side. The ground shook, and people behind us tumbled to the grass.

Sergo rose to his feet first, and stuck a hand out to me. “Need a lift?” he asked with a smirk, and I laughed. Once on my feet, I clapped the Padlog man on the back, and he laughed with me.

“Good work down there, Sergo. Good work,” I said, scanning the crowd of people for my son.

He ran for me, and I scooped him up in my arms. “Are you okay, Hugo?” I asked him, and he nuzzled in close, his cheek scraping against my five-o’clock shadow.

He sniffled as he spoke, but I knew he was trying to be strong. “I’m okay, Daddy. Where’s Mommy?” He twisted his head around, searching for Mary.

“She’s with Loweck and the others,” I told him.

“Jules?”

I didn’t have an answer for him. “She’s safe at school,” I said, knowing full well that was the epicenter of our current disaster.

“We need to move, Dean!” Hectal called from the tank.

“Do you have room for Hugo in there?” I asked, carrying my boy over to the side.

Hectal climbed from the hatch, leaning over to take my son from my outstretched reach.

He cried now, wriggling in my hands. “I don’t want to go. Stay with you!”

Hectal took him anyway, and held him tight. “Don’t worry, kid. It’s only until we get out of the city,” he said, and Hugo relented, letting the big man settle him into the tank.

I picked up my panicked dog and passed her to Hectal. “Take the dog. She’ll calm Hugo.”

“Where to?” Sergo asked.

I pointed to the edge of the city, where Mary and the others were supposed to be. I tapped my earpiece, remembering I had it on me. “Mary, come in.”

I heard sounds of fighting, and instantly thought the worst, until her voice finally came through. “Dean. Thank God. Where are you? Do you have Hugo?”

“I have him. We may be searching for a new house, though,” I said, glancing at the pile of rubble that used to be our building.

“What? Never mind that. The Bhlat have turned around, or at least some of them. They’re fending off the remaining Kold in the streets,” Mary said.

Relief flooded me, and I instantly relaxed. “They’re not here to help the Kold… that’s good news,” I said.

“Why would they help the Kold?”

“I had a bad feeling. I’m glad I’m wrong. Shoot me your coordinates,” I told her, and a few seconds later, I saw a blinking yellow dot on my arm console. “Good. It’s only two kilometers. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Who’s we?” she asked.

I searched through the group of stragglers and found Tim Dobbs among them. I gave him a tight-lipped smile and could only hope the two of us would be talking about this day over a beer once again in the near future. I needed to make sure we had a future. That this planet and the Academy survived the day.

“Our building and a bunch of survivors. We’re on our way.”

“Good. I love you, Dean.”

“I love you, Mary,” I said.

“Dean…”

I could hear the worry in her voice. “What is it?”

“It’s Jules. Leslie’s been in communication with their leader at the Academy. He told her to let you know he has our daughter. Jules is with them. She’s captive.”

I picked up the pace, fury filling my being with each passing step.


Twenty-Three

Jules found what she was searching for. Weapons training was a favorite class among the older students, but Jules and her classmates weren’t old enough to attend such courses quite yet. She wished she knew more about guns and armaments, but her knowledge was limited to what she’d seen and heard from her father and her uncles.

The room was dark, closed and locked as it always was when no class was in session. Weapons training was taught by Professor Rink, a small Molariun man who didn’t appear strong enough to hold half the weapons. Rumor had it he could defeat anyone in hand-to-hand combat, which he also taught, and they’d given him both courses to teach when their first choice opted out of the position.

Jules tugged at the ventilation grate and found it stuck. She saw the screws pointing through and thought about how to escape the ducting. She could pound on it, but she wasn’t sure she was heavy enough to break through, and even if she did, she’d make a lot of noise trying to escape.

She looked at her uniform and ripped the lower part of her left sleeve off. Jules pressed it against the screw tip and tried to think about the direction to spin it. “Lefty loosey, righty tighty,” Papa always said, and she had to reverse it, since she was coming at the screw from the opposite side.

When she didn’t think it would work, the screw began to loosen. It was finally low enough that the grate became wobbly on the right edge. She moved to the other end, doing the same trick. Her tongue stuck from her mouth, and sweat beaded on her forehead as she unscrewed this one in the same manner.

The grate was loose now, and she thought they were only hanging on by a thread or two. This was going to take extreme caution. She took the torn sleeve and wove it through the metal slots, pulling it up. When she thought she had a hold on it, she spread her knees on either side of the vent cover and pressed it with her hands.

The metal dug in, and she cried out as she pushed more weight into it. The grate bent at the center, but she kept at it. Finally, right as she was about to give up, the right screw unfastened, pulling free from its hole, and she had to catch herself from falling through the opening. She snuck her hand under, pulling the other screw off with a quick twist. She used the cloth and tugged the grate up, keeping it from clanging to the floor below.

Now she had another problem. The vent was a good ten feet from the ground. She poked her head through, looking around the room she’d never been granted access to as a student. Luckily, to her left was a series of cushioned blocks, used to simulate cover in a gunfight.

Jules lowered herself through the opening, holding on to the edges of the ducting. The sharp metal dug in, but she had no choice. She swung her legs and, using her momentum, released her grip, falling toward the floor and the cushions.

She tumbled into them, sending a few of the blocks scattering as she used them to bounce, settling to the ground. Had she made too much noise? She scrambled to her feet, her knees and hands aching, and ran to the wall beside the door. She pressed against it, trying to stay flat in case a sentry had heard the clatter and come to check on the locked room.

She breathed heavily, and eventually heard footsteps outside the weapons room. They grew louder as they neared, then stopped. She closed her eyes, willing them away, and seconds later, the steps started again, drifting farther away with each breath.

Jules had done it. She was in a locked room full of weapons. Now she had to decide what to do with them.

She surveyed the space. On the far right was a widescreen to view instructional videos on, and twelve seats. The lectern beside the screen had a wooden staff leaning against it. But she needed more than a piece of wood to help everyone escape.

Jules crept along the wall, staying away from the door’s line of sight as best she could, and found the left edge of the classroom. Along the wall hung ten or so headbands, and she’d heard some of the older kids talking about the virtual training. With these, they could be thrown into any ground battle, fake or historical, and use a series of weaponry alongside their allies.

That wasn’t going to help her either. Wasn’t there anything in this room that would prove useful? There was a door along the rear wall, and she crouched as she darted toward it.

She had a feeling it would be locked and she’d be stuck in here with no way to return to the ducting above. Her hand pressed on the lever, and she was surprised as the door hinged open.

Jules slipped into the room and silently shut the door behind her. Her hand found the light switch, and she touched it, activating the sensors.

She was in a gun range. Weapons of every kind were lined along the wall, encased in glass. She recognized some of them – a variety of Keppe, Kraski, and even Padlog guns were here – and she could only hope her luck remained. The glass panels were usually protected by an energy barrier, but since class was on during the attack, no one had set the energy field again.

Her hand shook as it reached for a pulse pistol, but Jules took a stunner instead. It was heavier than she’d expected, and she tried to hold it up, aiming it at a distant target in the range. She used her other hand to help steady it, and she pretended to pull the trigger. Jules was scared to resort to shooting someone with it, but she didn’t have a choice. It was them or the students, she told herself. A stunner would only harm them, not kill. This set her mind a little at ease.

She grabbed a backpack from the floor and walked around the room, adding different things into the bag. She gulped as she placed three sphere devices inside. They were some form of grenade, but she hoped to find an adult like Suma who could figure out how to use them.

Soon she had a knife, three pistols, something resembling a drone, and the grenades. The pack was heavier than her textbooks and tablets could ever be, and she struggled to place it over her shoulders.

She saw a reflection in the glass and noticed how small she appeared carrying the huge pack, a big stunner pistol in her grip. Her hair was a mess of thick curls, her face smudged and dirty.

None of that mattered. The only important thing was helping the others now. She had to find Suma and Dean.

With heavy steps and slightly less trepidation, Jules headed into the classroom and made for the door to the hallway.

____________

The sound of gunfire, pulse and bullets, rang out as we neared the rendezvous point. From here, I could see the dome of our shield covering the Gatekeepers’ Academy. The rain had slowed here, but directly over the school was a wide sheet of downpouring precipitation; dark clouds enveloped the countryside and flashes of lightning dancing over the sky, followed by dulcet thunderclaps.

We were on the edge of the city. Behind us, smoke billowed from dozens of burning buildings. Haven would never be the same. We’d been attacked, not from the sky as we were expecting, but from the inside. It was a terrible act of terrorism, and I was sure everyone was feeling the same as I was: betrayed and foolish.

I found Mary behind an overturned transport hoverbus. Hectal parked behind it, and we helped the elderly and children crammed inside the tank to the ground. Leslie waved them and our group of survivors into a warehouse.

“We have a basement in here. It’s going to be as safe as it gets,” Leslie said, leading the group of people to the structure.

“What’s the situation?” I asked as Mary arrived. She hugged me tightly, and I kissed her quickly, pulling away to wipe a tear from her eye. She saw Hugo and ran to him, Maggie rubbing her head into Mary’s shins.

Terrance was here, and he began filling us in. “We’ve nabbed most of them, or so we think. The Bhlat have left the school for now. Two of their dropships are outside the shield, and the other three turned around and headed for the city.”

“Whose side are they on?” I asked, worried this was going to become a three-way battle.

“What do you mean? They’re with us, Dean,” Terrance said.

Relief filled me. “Good.”

The sounds of gunfire ceased, and for a moment, if you closed your eyes, you would have no idea half our city was in ruins and under attack.

I snapped them open and felt the crushing weight of the devastation around us. “I need to go to the school. What are we doing about them?”

Terrance grimaced. “The Kold have it. It’s locked up, and we have no way of accessing it. Dean, we have to let them go.”

“Let the Kold go? What are they asking for?” I pressed.

“They want transports to the portal. They claim they’ll leave the Academy standing and the children alive if we give this to them,” Terrance told me.

Sergo shook his head beside me. “I don’t trust them.” Coming from the Padlog thief, the sentiment was important.

“Neither do we, but what choice do we have?” Terrance asked.

“How could this happen?” I asked him. “We built the shield to keep anyone out. Not to let them take our children hostage.”

“We weren’t counting on one thing,” he said.

“What’s that?” Hectal asked.

“We didn’t expect the Kold being on the inside already, knowing where it was located, having the codes to alter the density. Dean, they knew it all. They had everything. They’ve been everywhere.” Terrance ran a hand through his hair. “We had a handful at our offices. The moment we told them about the virus test, the entire place erupted. They were onto us. I hired some of them six years ago. Maybe longer,” he said.

The Kold had been integrated for so long. “Magnus needs to know what’s happening. I’m worried the Horizon is compromised, perhaps even overthrown.”

“We have no way right now. And you said the portal is broken?” Terrance asked. Mary was at my side, Hugo holding her hand. He wouldn’t let her go.

I nodded. I’d already told them my story of arriving without Slate.

“Then how do the Kold think they’re going to use it to escape?” Mary asked.

An idea sprang into my mind. “If they don’t know it’s broken, then we have our way of defeating them.”

“How so?” Sergo asked.

“We give them what they want. We tell them they have a deal. We send a transport bus, they shut the shield off, we move in, taking over the maintenance building and the shield controls, and our children live.

“They arrive at the portal, and we have a Bhlat dropship there waiting for them to exit the portal after they find it’s dead,” I said.

“It might work. This is going to be tough,” Terrance said.

“I know, but what choice do we have?” I asked.

“We have a plan… everyone…” Terrance was cut off as the ground beside us was torn apart. I went flying, striking the side of a building, my vision going dark.

Screaming filled the air around me, and I blinked my eyes open, seeing rubble piled up around me.

“Mary!” I shouted. “Hugo!”

I was in armor, and so was Mary, but our little boy had nothing to protect him. I pushed a large rock off my leg and limped into the center of the street. I saw Hugo’s striped shirt, and Mary’s arm around him. She was unconscious, and Hugo was bleeding from the scalp, eyes closed.

“Help!” I shouted, my words echoed by other injured people around me.

Terrance was suddenly at my side, and he pointed across the field we were gathered beside. At least a hundred Kold were there, armed and firing toward us.

I glanced at my family, and then at the incoming army of enemies. People were rushing toward us from the safehouse basement, and I helped them carry the injured into the building, including my wife and son. Maggie barked and licked Mary’s face as she lay on the cement floor.

Panic and fear subsided, and anger took over. It was time to fight. “Move them below. Do we have any doctors?”

A few hands went up. “I know first aid,” Tim Dobbs said, rushing to Hugo’s side.

“Good. We have supplies inside,” Leslie said. “Dean, go defend us. I’ll take care of them. They’ll be fine.”

I nodded, struggling to leave them. I forced myself away as more pulse beams cut through the air in the distance.

Terrance was already leading the charge, and Hectal was in the front seat of the hovertank. Sergo joined me, and I spotted Loweck across the street, blood caked on her face as she screamed in fury.

Everything seemed to slow as we threw everything we had at the incoming Kold. There were only two dozen of us now; other allies’ bodies were scattered around the field, already dead.

I used my pulse rifle, aiming for the center mass of the incoming Kold. The rain began in earnest, making the field a muddy mess, and I struggled to stay on my feet as I walked toward them, firing consistently and with confidence. Slate had taught me well, and almost every one of my blasts found its target.

Hectal fired his hovertank’s cannon, striking the ground in front of their group, sending the remaining Kold running. It was frantic now. Their ranks had been devastated, and I continued firing, taking more and more of the human-appearing enemy to the ground.

Hectal fired again, his blast tearing three of them apart. We were almost done. I could see the end nearing, and something caught the corner of my eye. The Bhlat were here! A dropship lowered a couple hundred meters away, huge warriors rushing out of the ship.

I saw more from behind the Kold, and they took aim, careful not to hit their allies in the crossfire.

And then it was almost over. I wanted to cheer, to celebrate our victory, and some of our people already had. Terrance turned from the attackers, thinking them all dead, and he raised an arm in the air, smiling at me.

My eyes went wide, and for a moment, everything stopped. The rain seemed to pause in mid-air, and the smell of burning buildings, blood, and ozone filled my nostrils. I didn’t think I’d ever smell anything else again.

I pointed behind Terrance, seeing the sole remaining Kold stand up and take aim with a rifle. The gunshot was muffled by a loud boom of thunder, and it entered Terrance’s head, his smile remaining as it lodged inside his skull. He tumbled forward, splashing in the mud, and I screamed.

My legs didn’t betray me as I ran for the last Kold, the one who’d just killed one of my oldest and closest friends. He pulled the trigger, but was out of ammunition, and I killed him with two quick blasts. He was on the ground in front of me, a dead man wearing a sanitation officer’s uniform. I shot him again and again, until Sergo pulled me away.

I heard voices around me but didn’t comprehend what any of them said. Soon I was surrounded by dozens of huge Bhlat warriors, and the last ten or so of our regiment left alive.

As I struggled to press through the rows of milling soldiers, my thoughts went to Jules, and a dark part of me worried she might not make it.


Twenty-Four

The hallways were silent, and Jules was grateful for the fact. She was in the far corner of the Academy, and she stayed adjacent to the wall, only stopping near a doorway where she could potentially sneak inside to hide from someone approaching.

Jules really hoped Suma was being held in her classroom. Jules couldn’t do this on her own. Had the assault ended? She hadn’t felt the school shudder or vibrate in quite some time, and this worried her. Had the Kold won?

No. If they’d won, they’d have left the Academy already and destroyed it. The thought didn’t help Jules, adding the idea that the Academy might explode with her and the other students inside to her list of worries.

Suma’s classroom was close, and Jules passed by the washrooms in the hallway. She almost ducked inside at the sound of a voice, but they grew more distant, and Jules stood as straight as she could with the heavy pack over her shoulders and walked for the door.

There was no one guarding it from outside, and the light was on. This could be easier than she assumed.

Jules tiptoed to the metal door and stood on the tips of her shoes. She ducked quickly, seeing an armed man inside, pointing his gun lazily at the students inside. He was talking to them, but Jules couldn’t hear his muffled words through the door.

She stole another glace, seeing Suma at the front of the huddled students. Her snout twitched angrily, her eyes dark and tense. Jules felt the woman’s gaze meet hers, and she crouched again.

How could she help them? Even if she could open the door, Jules had no experience with a gun. She had to… She didn’t have time to formulate a plan as the handle rattled. Jules dropped the backpack, shoving it into an alcove holding a water bottle filler, and she ran for the bathrooms, her pistol gripped so tight in her little palm, it hurt.

“Who’s there?” the man asked gruffly. His words echoed in the otherwise empty corridor as the bathroom door softly closed behind Jules. The bathroom was dark, and Jules’ mind raced as she tried to remember the layout. Were the stalls on the left or right on this side of the school? Her eyes acclimated slightly, and she saw the brief outline of the toilet partitions. She heard the man’s voice again, this time closer.

The main door pressed open the moment she turned the lock on her bathroom stall, and she stood on the toilet, trying to control her frantic breathing.

“I know you’re in here. If you don’t want to die in the next ten seconds, come out!” the man shouted, his voice terrifying and deep to the young girl.

She waited, her gun held up as high as she could keep it with both hands stretched out.

The partition beside her burst open as he kicked it, and his pulse fire into the empty stall sent chips of tile overhead, landing on her hair. She stifled a cry and held firm.

He would do the same to her. She had to fire first. She counted, wishing with all her will that she had her Iskios powers with her now. But she didn’t. She was human, normal, and she could do this. She heard his feet shift, and she ignored the catcalling pouring from his mouth.

Jules closed her eyes for a second, squeezing them tight, and she took a deep breath as the door flung wide. She pulled the trigger, sending an orange blast out. He cried out, and she pulled it again and again, until his shouts of anguish ended. She stared at the man on the floor in the dark room. He was frozen, stunned by her pistol, and she saw cuffs on his belt. She moved his arms, which were heavy like dead weight, placing them on either side of the partition post.

Jules clipped the cuffs around his wrists, knowing he’d only be stunned for a half hour or so. She’d cranked the setting up to full.

She raced away, tripping on the man’s leg and falling to the bathroom floor. Jules scrabbled to her feet, finding the door. She had to leave, especially if someone had heard the noise.

Once in the hall, she held her gun up in exhausted hands, her entire body thrumming in fear. When no one attacked, she moved for the classroom, grabbed the hidden backpack, and entered the door. Suma held a broken piece of a chair in her hand, ready to strike the man upon his return, and she squawked in her home language, surprised at finding Jules there instead.

Jules wrapped her arms around her teacher and friend, unable to withhold the tears. “It’s okay, Jules. How did you… is he…?” Suma’s gaze darted around, and Jules gave a curt nod.

“Let’s go.” Jules waved the students toward the door. These were older kids, many of them in their later teenage years for their race.

She opened the pack, and Suma smiled, taking a pistol.

“Caani, take the grenades. Trevor, you take the other gun. Jules… I guess you hold on to that.” Suma passed a knife to an unsure girl, but the Molariun girl’s eyes firmed as she gripped the blade’s handle. “Where can we go?”

“I know a place,” Jules said, thinking about Regnig and his secret library beneath the school. “But first, we have to find the others.”

____________

“We’re sure they’re all gone?” I asked for the fifth time.

Hectal tapped the screen. “Drones are displaying no activity anywhere. Unless there’s a group of them hiding out, we’ve nailed them all.”

It had been an hour since the last attack, and Hugo was sleeping off the drugs he’d been administered. Mary had a bandage wrapped around her head but would recover eventually. If anything, having alien medical technology was a lifesaver in these types of situations.

Not everyone had made it, though. Terrance was covered under a tarp along with thirty others, and Leslie was across the warehouse floor, pacing under the dim light of the evening light scraping through the windows at the top of the wall.

“They have to pay,” Mary said.

“I think they have,” Hectal said.

“We have no idea how many were here. We have to warn the others: Earth and New Spero,” she said.

“We will. We might be lucky and have this attack isolated on Haven,” I said, not truly believing it myself. They’d already set a bomb off on Earth, but that could have been a distraction to us, much like the fake fleet invasion was. We’d been played, and I hated myself for buying in to it all.

The feeds from the cameras mounted on the half-dozen drones scouring the city for any signs of resistance from the Kold showed us lines of Bhlat warriors walking the city. They moved through it with practiced efficiency, starting in one corner and spreading out through the grid until there wasn’t a rock unturned. They were good at what they did, and I was glad we had them on our side. If the Bhlat had been working with the Kold, we wouldn’t have stood a chance.

“Where are we with negotiations?” I asked.

“We haven’t talked to them since the attack. Leslie was handling it,” Loweck said.

“I’ll talk to her,” Mary said, but I set a hand on her leg.

“Let me. You should be resting,” I told her, and I was surprised when she only nodded, reaching for a bottle of water. She appeared disassociated, out of it.

I stood, walking slowly to where Leslie was pacing like a caged bear. I could sense her rage in every step. I cleared my throat as I approached, not wanting to startle the on-edge woman. She’d just lost her partner and best friend.

“I’m sorry, Leslie.” My shoulders slumped, and my emotions took over. Every inch of me was exhausted now, all adrenaline wiped from my system.

She stopped in her tracks, her eyes red and puffy as she stared at me. For a second, I was looking at Janine, the hybrid I’d been tricked into marrying so long ago, or Mae, my ally Slate had killed after our initial search for Leslie and Terrance after they’d broken away from Earth, stealing a ship.

“How do we go on?” Her words were so quiet, I almost didn’t hear them.

I walked to her, grabbing her hands. I pulled her in, holding her tight. “I don’t know.” It wasn’t the answer I wanted to give. I wanted to tell her everything was going to be fine. That Terrance died helping us save Haven, the same city and planet he’d fought so hard to build from nothing.

I wanted to tell her that Haven would be rebuilt, better than ever, and that all the lives lost wouldn’t be for nothing. The Alliance would overcome their grief and strengthen their bonds, more trusting and solid than any other force out there. But I couldn’t find the words. They stuck in my throat as I thought about the deceased people around the city, specifically the man beneath the tarp. Terrance, the man who was at my wedding, the man who’d helped me so many times in my life, the man I considered one of my great friends, was under there, and I’d seen him killed. Smiling.

A voice carried through the silence. “We continue because we have to. We go to the Academy, and we finish this, and we do it for Terrance, and for the rest of the people we know and love that were sacrificed today.” I turned to see Sergo there, his posture rigid, a gun in his hand.

Hectal stood beside him, and Mary and Loweck joined, nodding. “We finish this,” my wife said, and I turned to Leslie, who released my hand.

“Get me this Thompson bastard. We’re doing this now,” Leslie said, and the name sent me reeling.

“Did you say Thompson? As in the Portals professor?” I asked her.

“That’s right. He’s in charge at the Academy. He may be spearheading this entire operation, by the sounds of it,” she told me.

“He’d expressed interest in Jules. He was supposed to do some after-hours venture to the portals with her this week,” I said.

“That’s right. Do you think he did anything to the portal?” Loweck asked.

“I don’t know.” I lowered my voice. “I was thinking that…” I glanced around, seeing only people I trusted in close radius. “Maybe Jules shut it off.”

Mary gasped, her hand running to cover her mouth. “You don’t think…?”

I shook my head. “Jules might understand what’s happening, and she might have done this on purpose.”

“She has the abilities. I have a feeling she’s giving them a run for their money,” Leslie said. “Let’s see what Thompson has to say. I’ll offer their freedom. Hectal, did you find that bus? One that’s still functional?”

The big guy nodded. “Sure thing. Couple of the Bhlat went to retrieve it. Should be here in minutes.”

“Good.” Leslie snapped the arm console over her forearm. “Thompson.”

There was a brief pause, and the man’s voice crept through the speaker. “It’s about time. Your lack of cooperation can easily have consequences.”

The casual way he said it made me want to throttle the man. “We have the bus coming. Shut down the shield and we’ll bring it in.”

Another pause. “If I see a Bhlat in the area, I will start shooting. This Academy will be rubble, and your precious children will be lost forever.”

“And what of you?” Leslie asked. “What will you do when the Bhlat see this and retaliate? We may be able to convince them to stand down for a while, but we don’t control them.”

“We will die, then. Better than giving those barbarians any satisfaction. You know nothing about us. Have you learned anything yet? Do you see the depths we’ve gone to today?” Thompson’s passion poured through his voice, and it was clear to see he was growing upset.

“We understand,” Leslie said, closing her eyes. “Shut the shield off. We bring in the bus, no Bhlat will be present, and you can all leave for the portals. We will not hinder your exit in any way.”

“One hour. You have one hour. Or we start killing,” Thompson said, ending the communication.

“One hour. That’s enough time,” Sergo said. “Anyone want to play a hand of poker?”


Twenty-Five

“How many are there?” Caani, the Keppe with the grenades, asked. He was huge, and Jules was concerned he was going to step on her.

“Kold?” Jules asked, and he nodded. “I don’t know. I’ve only seen a few. I think… there aren’t many.”

Suma perked up at this as they moved quietly through the halls. “They have at least one per room, guarding the students. If you’re saying some rooms like the cafeteria didn’t even have a guard, there could be ten or twenty in total,” Suma said.

Jules thought that estimate was fair. “The little ones are in the cafeteria. I saw Dean being led through the halls, in the direction of the gymnasium. That would be almost half the Academy there.”

Suma raised a hand, stopping them in their tracks. “What’s that?” she asked, moving toward the courtyard at the center of the school. It was dark out, late evening, and even darker with the heavy cloud cover. Solar lights were on in the patio, illuminating the space enough for Jules to see what Suma was talking about.

The hallway had several places to sit, and a few tables near the glass walls leading to the main area. It was a good spot to study or hang out quietly with friends, though Jules had never spent any time there. Suma led them to the doors, and beyond was the blinking device, stuck to the wall outside.

It was about the size of Jules’ backpack, and she instantly understood what she was observing the closer they came. “It’s a bomb.” It resembled the one she’d found in a series underground at Duup on Bazarn; only this time, Jules had no way of protecting everyone.

“They’re going to blow up this place when they leave,” Suma said, her snout wagging slowly. “I have to dismantle it.”

“But we need to save the other kids,” Jules said.

“Jules, if we don’t deactivate this, we could all die anyway. And if there’s one, there are probably more hiding around the Academy. Don’t worry, I know how these things work,” Suma said. “I’ve built more complicated devices, believe me.”

Jules believed her, but hated the idea of delaying any further. “Should we split up? Rescue the students in the cafeteria and Dean’s group?”

Suma shook her head. “We stay close. It’s far more dangerous to split up. Plus, you’re only kids.”

Jules didn’t tell her how much she resented the remark initially. But as she considered it, Jules knew she was right. She was just a little kid, and had no experience fighting or rescuing people without her powers available. She was glad to have an adult around, and one with skills that Papa trusted sure didn’t hurt.

“Okay. What do we do?” Jules asked.

“The oldest will guard the door, and Jules, you take the kids over there.” Suma pointed to an alcove in the lobby. “Hide them and stay in the shadows.”

Jules did as her professor said, taking the group of twenty or so students to the edge of the hall. They weren’t very hidden, but if they were quiet, someone might not notice them if they were hurrying through the dark passageways.

Some of the students tried to ask Jules questions, but she didn’t answer; instead, she raised a finger to her lips, telling them to be silent. Minutes dragged on, and Jules kept her gun held tight in her palm. What was taking Suma so long?

A door opened, far too loud in the hushed corridors, and footsteps rang out on the hard surface, moving toward them. They were erratic; slow, even. It almost sounded like someone was dragging their feet across the floor. Jules dared a peek from her hiding spot, wishing she could warn Suma about the incoming figure.

Jules spotted her now: a woman with six arms. Professor Mexa Five, the sole Inlorian teacher they had at the Academy, was holding herself up along the wall, blood staining her white uniform.

“Here she is!” a voice called, heavily accented, and Jules knew she had to help the Inlor woman.

“Stay put!” she told their group through her teeth, and slowly crossed the hallway, hiding near the bathroom again. She saw two of the Kold racing toward Professor Mexa Five.

Jules glanced over her shoulder, seeing Suma working on the device right outside in the courtyard. If they spotted her, it was over for all of them.

The second Jules was about to step out of the halls, she heard the voice in her head.

Don’t move, Jules. I’ll take care of this. Regnig’s tiny form was hiding in the shadows farther down the hall, and he emerged from behind the two Kold as they ran past his position. He waved something in his talon, and a lash of energy arced out from the wand, wrapping the Kolds’ legs in a glowing orange whip. Their legs were pulled together, and they fell with a clatter. Jules saw one smash his head hard into the ground, and the other landed on the first, bracing his impact. He scrambled for his gun, which had fallen across the hall, but Regnig was there first.

He picked up the gun, and Jules assumed he used his telekinesis to share a warning with the two men. They remained unmoving, likely biding their time, and Regnig pulled something else from a pack on his back. He clamped the cuffs over the incapacitated Kold men’s wrists, and they began to struggle and shout as he placed tape over their mouths.

Jules arrived, picking up the roll of wide tape as one of the men knocked it from Regnig’s small grip.

“You will all die! They’ll know we’re missing,” the man said. He started to spout something else out, but Jules didn’t care to hear the idle threats. She stuck the line of tape over the man’s gaping mouth and pushed hard on it, silencing him.

Help me drag them somewhere, Regnig said, and two of the older students were there, pulling on the Kold, settling them into the classroom they were recently held captive in.

“What happened?” Suma asked, rushing in from outside. She had part of the bomb in her hand, and Jules could tell it was deactivated.

“They saved me,” Mexa Five said in English. She fell to the floor, slowing herself with her four clawed hands. Jules had almost forgotten her.

Suma surveyed the hall, seeing the two bound Kold in the classroom, and Regnig standing near the door. “It looks like we’d better keep moving. Hello, Regnig. Glad to see you here,” she told the small bird man.

Jules thought she saw a slight smile on the old bird’s beak, but it was hard to tell. His single eye blinked rapidly, and he waved them forward. I see you know how to disarm those bombs. I’ve found two more around the Academy. Regnig pushed the thought to Jules, and presumably to the rest of them. Some of the students cried out in shock at the influx of words in their minds, and Jules pointed at the small librarian.

“Everyone, meet Regnig. He’s your new librarian,” Jules told them proudly.

They had a smattering of greetings for the small man, and he nodded to them, his tongue sticking from his beak for a few seconds. We have no time to waste.

“Show me to the other devices.” Suma grabbed two of the students; one was the young Molariun girl with the unsteady knife in her hand. “You two stay here. There should be a first aid kit under the desk. Help Professor Mexa Five and don’t let the Kold guards out of your sight. Lock the door from inside.”

They looked up at Suma with uncertain gazes. “Do you understand?” she asked them again, and the girl nodded.

“Will you return for us?” the frightened girl whispered.

“Before you know what happened,” Suma promised.

This didn’t seem to assure the students, but they had no choice.

“We move,” Suma said, taking charge.

Jules was glad. She didn’t want to have to make all the decisions any longer. A tense few minutes passed as they moved for the library’s entrance.

“The library isn’t on any of the plans, and its construction was a surprise to even the staff. I only knew about it because I’m in the inner circle,” Suma said. She stared at Jules, and the girl felt the incoming question before it was asked. “I need to disarm the remaining bombs. Can you take Caani,” she said, nodding to the big Keppe student beside her, “and get the kids you left in the cafeteria?”

Jules watched the husky child, and he stood tall, ready to play his part. “We can. I’ll bring them here,” she told Suma.

“Good girl. I’m sorry I have to ask you,” she said. “There’s no one I’d rather put my trust in than a Parker.”

Bring them to the library. I’ll have them on the other side, the one no one knows about. Regnig’s words were for her mind only, Jules sensed.

“I’ll be there soon,” Jules assured the bird-man, and he led the kids through a doorway and around the rear of the school, where the secret entrance remained for the time being. Her dad had told her there would be a special coronation for the new library when Regnig deemed it ready. Now Jules feared there might not even be an Academy by dusk.

The idea worried her, but if they made it out alive, she would consider it a victory. When they were out of sight, Suma set a hand on Jules’ forearm. “Be careful.” And with that, the Shimmali professor was across the hallway, moving to the nearest location where Regnig had spotted a bomb strapped to a foundational beam.

Jules didn’t say a word to Caani; she only waved to him to follow close. He didn’t argue, and soon they moved as a pair, him like a massive shadow behind her. For such a big teenage Keppe, he was light on his toes as they moved to go the way Jules had emerged from the ducts. Now she was in the hallways, in the open, and she felt so exposed.

“They’ll be here in ten minutes,” a voice said. It was Professor Thompson, and Jules pressed against a wall, holding her breath. The woman from earlier was beside him, nodding.

“Can we trust them?” she asked.

“No. But we lack options,” Thompson said. He no longer wore his glasses, and his makeup was wiped off, revealing dark tattoos along his forehead and temples, his running over the bridge of his nose as well.

“What of the children? You said they could live?” she asked.

Thompson paused, snapping his fingers suddenly as he decided. “Let them die.”

The woman gasped just loudly enough for Jules to hear. “You made a deal. They’re children,” she said.

“You grow a conscience now? Do you know how many people we killed on this backwater planet today? Likely thousands. Many will be children. It was our cause, our right to do this,” Thompson said.

She cleared her throat. “If you follow through, they’ll never let us leave.”

“Leave that to me. I’m going to deactivate the shield. You gather the troops. As soon as it’s off, head for the portal. Activate it as per my instructions,” he ordered.

“What will you do?” she asked him.

“I have my own transport. I’ll be at the portal right behind you,” he said.

“And the bombs?”

“They go off the moment we’re ready to press the symbol for our rendezvous.” Jules could almost hear the smile on his face as he said the words.

“Very well.”

“Time’s running out. You have eight minutes. Gather the troops and fly to the south border of the shield. I’ll be there in eight minutes,” Thompson said, and Jules heard him walk away, moving for the front of the Academy.

Her heart was beating so fast, and her breath was coming in rapid waves. Caani stood there like an angry statue, his hands gripped so tight, his knuckles were paling.

“We have to stop him,” Caani said.

The woman knocked on a door and shouted into the room as it opened. “All Kold with me.”

“What about them?” the man asked.

She hesitated. “Leave the children.”

Jules remained hidden for another few moments as the Kold were gathered around the building, and she silently urged Suma to stay veiled. She wished she could tell the woman about the pending detonation, but if Jules’ plan worked out, she’d have time to move everyone to safety before Thompson could trigger the explosions.

Soon the halls were quiet, and Jules was under the impression the Kold had all been evacuated.

Caani stepped out from the shadows, a look of sheer panic over his face. “What do we do? There’s only a couple of minutes left.”

Jules almost grinned. “There’s only a couple of minutes until the shield powers off. We have time to transfer everyone to the library, where they’ll be safe from the explosions.” Her dad had assured her the library was safe from any surface bombs, should the Kold break through the suborbital defenses. They hadn’t been expecting an attack like this.

She snatched one of the grenades from Caani’s belt. “Lead as many people out as you can,” Jules told the boy as she ran toward the front doors, uncaring of how much noise she made now.

“What are you doing?” he asked after her.

“Retrieving something that belongs to me.”


Twenty-Six

“Three minutes,” I said, nervous for what was coming. My daughter, along with hundreds of our allies’ children, was in the Gatekeepers’ Academy, and I didn’t want this to backfire on us.

The lander set down, and I cradled Hugo’s small form as I stood up, exiting into a dark evening. The wind rustled my hair, and a few remaining raindrops splashed against my face as I stepped toward the shield. The Bhlat were all at our rendezvous point, as promised. At least, most of them were. A single dropship full of the deadliest they had to offer had taken a long loop across Haven’s terrain, sneaking up beyond the hills south of the portal. They were working their way under the darkness of dusk, waiting for the Kold to arrive.

After what the Kold had done to us, there was no letting them go. It couldn’t happen.

Hugo whimpered, his head lolling into my neck. I held him tighter and passed him to Mary when she reached for her son. He was going to be fine, but the medication had made him drowsy and barely responsive. I couldn’t leave him at the warehouse. He was staying with me until this was finished.

“Are we sure they’re going to play by the rules?” Mary asked.

“I doubt it. That’s why we aren’t either,” I told her.

Another lander opened beside us, and out poured Tim Dobbs, Leslie, and Loweck.

“Tim, what are you doing here?” I asked.

“I wanted to see this through with you,” he told me, and I silently thanked his support.

“How much longer?” Tim asked, coming between Mary and me.

“A minute,” Mary told him.

“Good.”

Time slipped by so slowly as we waited for the shield to visibly change. It was usually an invisible barrier, but since the Kold had fiddled with it, you couldn’t so much as press your hand through it. It was semi-opaque, and crackled blue energy as leaves and rain hit the edge of its boundary.

I could feel the seconds tick away, and one moment, the barrier was there; the next, nothing. Birds sang from inside as water began to spray them now that their shield had vanished.

I heard Mary shout as she fell, and Tim stood over her, my son clutched in his hands. Water dripped from his beard, anger pouring from his eyes as he stared hard at me. He had a knife in his hand, and the sharp edge pressed against Hugo’s neck.

“Stand back!” he shouted.

I didn’t have to ask him what he was doing. The rain had washed the makeup off along his temples, revealing the signature Kold tattoos. I instantly felt a fool for letting him into our lives, into our house, without knowing anything about him.

I raised my hands. “Let him go, Tim.” The words came off in a hurry, feeling like someone else had spoken them.

His voice spat acid as he spoke in a heavy accent. “You disgust me. All of you. You want to backstab my people even after making a deal. I thought you might be different, Dean. It’s no wonder you make alliances with filth like the Bhlat. You will die like the desperate beggars you are,” he said, moving away from us.

“It was you,” I said. “You told the Kold the truth behind our virus tests.”

He nodded, a crazed look on his face. “You actually brought me to Earth and let me eavesdrop on the big plans. The timing couldn’t have been better. Now here I am, being left behind. I’m a hero! They can’t leave without me!”

“Give me my son,” I said quietly. Hugo was dazed and didn’t seem to be aware of what was transpiring.

“Don’t follow me!” Tim faced us as he went, nearly tripping on his own feet as he rushed toward the Academy with my son in his arms.

Loweck was at our sides, a pulse rifle aimed at her target. I set a hand on her forearm, knowing that if she fired, Hugo might not make it.

“Don’t,” I urged her. “I’ll find a way.”

I watched Hugo disappear with the traitor Tim Dobbs clutching him to his chest.

____________

Jules was about half a kilometer from the maintenance building when she saw the shield deactivate. Instantly, the waiting hoverbus full of Kold troops lifted from the ground in the far south, and she could make out the glow of the blue thrusters from her spot as she ran hard to stop Professor Thompson. He was evil, and she needed to be certain he never detonated those bombs.

This was their school, the Gatekeepers’ Academy. She wasn’t going to let them ruin it.

Rain dripped from a dark sky above, now that there was no barrier between them and the clouds, and Jules ran fast, her little legs exhausted from the day’s events. But she couldn’t stop now, not when she was so close.

The man’s lander was close to the doors of the building, and she moved to it, setting a timer on the round explosive ball she held in her palm. Five minutes. It would go off, and she needed to recover the crystals strapped to his arm first.

She entered the door, using the same code as before. It unlocked, and she stepped inside, her pistol heavy in her hand.

“Well, look what we have here,” Professor Thompson said, causing her to spin to the sound of his voice. “I told you I always thought you were special. I wasn’t blowing smoke, you know. Jules Parker, daughter of the great Dean Parker. Betrayer of mankind and traitor to his own people. Giving away his world to the Bhlat, then joining forces with the vile creatures. It’s really quite sad, you know.”

“I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean?” His face was contorted, almost as if he’d been wearing a mask before. She hardly recognized the man who’d taught her in the classroom.

“What happened to the Kold was sad, what happened to Earth was sad…” Jules almost choked up. “What the Bhlat did to the Kraski… even that was sad, but Papa said you have to move on. Be strong, be vigilant, and change courses.”

“That’s one way of looking at it, but I call that bending a knee to the enemy,” he said, spit flying from his pale lips.

Jules could tell there was no reasoning with the man, so she stepped out of the way as she pointed the gun at him.

“Why am I even here? Move out of my way,” he said, walking past Jules.

“Not so fast,” Jules told him.

He stopped just outside the doors, turning his head. “What is it you want from me?”

“The crystals. Drop them,” Jules told him, her voice low.

“Why should I do that? You’re harnessing something ancient… something evil. I’m doing the universe a favor,” he said.

“There’s a bomb in your lander. It’s set to go off any minute. Only I have the code to stop it,” Jules said.

His gaze darted to his transport ship, his escape plan, and he made a tsking sound with his mouth.

He pulled a device from his pocket and shoved it forward. “You do that, and I’ll detonate the bombs in your precious academy.”

Jules swallowed hard. She had to play this right. “You wouldn’t dare.”

He grinned, a sadistic expression spread over his face. “Wouldn’t I? The thing you seem to forget is I live for my cause. I said I would destroy this place born of hatred and genocide, and I will, regardless of my own life.” He pressed a finger to the tablet, and an explosion went off. The statue at the front of the Gatekeepers’ Academy flew into a million pieces, the concussion loud even from here.

She didn’t wait. She pulled the trigger as Thompson appeared to realize that only one bomb at the Academy had detonated. The pulse took him in the shoulder, and he dropped the tablet to the soggy ground. “What did you do? You stupid brat!”

She fired again, seeing the glowing green crystals strapped to his arm. This one took him in the left leg, and he fell to the grass. “Pass it over,” she said, and he looked like he was going to deny the crystals to her.

The lander exploded, pieces flying all around them. Jules ducked low, covering her head from debris, and when hunks of the ship stopped raining down on her, she looked to Thompson. A section of a door was embedded in his chest, and he lay motionless on the ground.

“Take the crystals,” she told herself, and she moved to the dead body’s side, slipping the rows of minerals off his arm. She touched the stones, gripping them tightly, and she breathed in, eyes shut tight. The energy seeped from them into her fingertips, and through her body, until she was coursing with the power of the Iskios once again.

When she opened her eyes, she was floating ten meters above the ground. A man was running past her, shouting for someone to come pick him up. He had a radio in one hand and a small child in the other.

Jules recognized the boy’s face, even from this distance.

It was Hugo.

____________

“The Kold be damned. I’m not letting him take my son!” I yelled, pushing past Loweck and into the lander. I slammed the door shut and raced after the man. Seconds later, something exploded near the Academy, and I feared the worst. I expected the building to crumble to the ground as a series of explosions happened, only they didn’t occur.

There was only the one detonation, and it appeared to have hit the front courtyard of the Academy. Maybe there was a chance of salvaging it. I raced forward, moving toward the last spot where I’d seen Tim Dobbs running with my son.

Another explosion went off, this one from directly beside the maintenance building where the shield generator was hidden. I tried to make sense of what was happening but couldn’t. I needed to focus on Hugo.

I found Tim, his legs pumping now as he ran south. He must have realized there was no way out. The rest of the Kold were either hiding, dead, or gone for the portal, where they were likely admitted right into Bhlat custody.

I lowered the lander, hopping out to chase after Tim. I had to negotiate with him. His life for my son’s. There was no other alternative.

It was dark now, the lights from the school’s perimeter too far to be of real value here. The lander’s headlights shone forward, adding a long shadow to my form as I shouted for Tim to stop.

He paused and turned to face me. “I was so close.” His voice was low, but I could understand his words.

“Why, Tim? Why?” I asked.

“I knew they were going to mess this up. I knew it. I was one of the early infiltrators. Do you know how tiring it was being with humans for so long? When I learned I could be transferred here for the attack, I took the bait,” he said, and I had the feeling he wanted to explain himself.

“Let my son go. He’s just a little boy,” I pleaded.

Tim locked gazes with me, and for a moment, I thought he might do as I asked. Then I saw the knife, and his expression changed. He shook his head, and his arm moved.

I shouted, running for him, but I could tell I was too late. As I thought he was going to stab my son, he dropped the knife. He held my child out toward me, and a green light cascaded from above us. Hugo slipped from his hands, and I dove to the muddy ground, catching my son. Hugo groaned as I cradled him, and I covered his eyes from the bright glow surrounding us.

Tim screamed, a terrible sound, and the light faded enough for me to see what was happening.

“Jules?” I asked, seeing a tiny silhouette in the center of the glowing sphere.

Tim lifted from the ground, his arms and legs spread wide, held by an invisible power source. It poured from my daughter, and I knew she was angry by her posture. Her hands pointed toward the Kold man, and he continued to shriek as she shot her crackling power toward him.

“Jules! Stop! It’s over!” I shouted over and over. Hugo in my arms, I stood, waving my free hand to get her attention. She was ten feet in the air, and I had a flashback of seeing Mary covered in the same glowing orb, fighting me on Sterona. Only this was my little girl, my princess.

“Jules…”

She finally noticed me, and her hands lowered. She began to settle to the ground, her bright orb dimming with each breath. Her arms fell to her sides as her feet planted to the grass, and Tim fell to the earth with a thump. He was moaning but alive.

I ran to Jules, Hugo’s head flopping against my shoulder. He was still out of it, and I knelt, taking Jules in my free arm.

Her face melted into my neck, and she sobbed. Her little arms pulled me tightly, and neither of us spoke for a good minute.

“Papa, I helped,” she said, breaking the silence.

She sounded so much like the tiny girl who’d saved the people on the shrunken world, and countless others. “Of course you did. Where’s Thompson?” I asked, glancing around the dark yard.

“Dead,” she said solemnly, and I hugged her tighter.

The Kold who’d betrayed me was trying to rise, but Jules released her grip on me and sent a beam over to him. It wrapped around his arms, glowing at his wrists.

“Just kill me,” Tim said.

Jules shook her head. “I had another idea, Papa.”


Twenty-Seven

“You’re sure we tracked them all?” Mary asked the group around the table.

The Empress answered, “My people say they didn’t let any go. That’s good enough for me.”

Mary seemed ready to argue the fact, so I tapped the table with my knuckles. “If it’s good enough for you, it’s good enough for me.”

“What about the tests? Leonard, how did things go on New Spero? I know we’ve seen the reports, but I’d rather hear it from you,” Mary said. I saw her taking charge, and I loved it. Leslie was there, tucked away at the corner of the boardroom table. Her eyes were red, and dark circles hung under them. We all missed Terrance dearly.

Leonard appeared tired too, but he stood up straighter as the attention in the room shifted to him. “We ran the tests on the entire population. It was a huge undertaking, but we managed to do it in three days. We cut off all communication with the outside world for the duration and closed access to the portals. Word about the incursion on Haven leaked out, and we had some revolting Kold.”

Slate leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees. “How many deaths?” He’d been a wreck for hours, pacing the ship after I’d vanished and he’d been left behind in the portal room on the Horizon. I knew he would have blamed himself if anything had happened to me or Jules.

“We lost about nine hundred civilians in total, but we were able to apprehend over four hundred Kold across New Spero,” Leonard said.

“And Earth?” Mary asked.

Paul, our colony leader on Earth, took this one. “Far fewer on Earth. With the Empress’ assistance, we mitigated damages and found two hundred Kold. We don’t have the same catalog system on Earth as New Spero, because there are still migrant colonies, and secret groups never loaded into the database. These were small isolated sections of people who stayed on Earth during the Bhlat takeover years ago. But we think we have it under control. We’ll have to be vigilant for a few years, but I’m confident there aren’t enough to cause too much damage.”

“One Kold could be trouble,” I said quietly.

“What do you propose?” the Empress asked.

“I may have a way to deal with them,” I said.

“How’s that?” Paul asked.

Mary spoke for me. “We’d rather not discuss it here. Can you trust that we’ll handle it? On our three worlds. Earth, New Spero, and Haven…” She peered at the Empress, who didn’t comment. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to call Earth ours. It was a slip.”

Even though the Bhlat had really come through on the ground attack here on Haven, I was still on eggshells with them. I couldn’t tell where the Empress’ head was.

“We’ll trust you,” Leonard said. He smiled. “Who better to deal with them?”

“We trust you,” Paul said.

We all looked at Leslie, and she nodded. “Do what you have to do.” She stared at the wall as we wrapped up the meeting.

“Then it’s settled,” I said.

“What’s the final word on Haven?” Magnus asked, speaking up for the first time. I’d almost neglected to ask him about Horizon before the group.

Mary glanced at Leslie. When the woman was unresponsive, she grabbed her tablet. “We lost seven thousand people.”

The room stayed silent. It was devastating. “We’ll have to rebuild a quarter of the city, and we thank you all for sharing some supplies in the meantime.” Mary’s head hung low, and I heard the sniffle. “An unforgiveable amount of people were taken from us. Allies, and loved ones. Haven was meant to be a beacon of hope for the outsiders, a place where we could join forces with our Alliance and create a safe space for all our cultures to intertwine, a place where our children could grow together and thrive in a dangerous universe.

“The Kold took that from us, but we’ve dealt with them. Our people remain strong, and I have to say that not one of the Alliance members has pulled away from our treaty. Quite the opposite, actually. The tragedy has brought us closer than ever, contrary to what the Kold wanted to accomplish.”

The room was quiet, then Suma broke the silence by clapping. We all joined her, smiling at Mary’s inspired speech. “That’s good news.”

The Empress clapped longer than anyone, and she smiled even wider, her eyes bright red and merry. “I have some news as well.”

After all we’d been through, I hoped this wasn’t going to be unsettling.

“Dean, I appreciate your bargain on Earth, but I’ve elected to dissolve our agreement. Earth is yours once again,” she said.

All I heard was a sharp intake of breath from Paul beside me. “Are you serious? Just like that?” I asked.

“I could stay, if you prefer…”

“No, no. Thank you, Empress,” I told her.

“You’ve proven your loyalty time and time again, and we… I’ve grown to understand and appreciate the Alliance as I’d never expected to. Take your world, and know that the Alliance of Worlds will always have our full support.” The Empress grinned as we clapped again, Slate letting out a big cheer.

It was a great day. Amidst all the losses, we’d grown stronger, humanity and our allies. Leslie clapped along, but her heart wasn’t in it, and I didn’t blame her.

“What are we going to do with all our prisoners?” Magnus asked. He’d isolated six Kold crew members on the Horizon, and they hadn’t put up much of a fight. They seemed to think someone was going to rescue them, but I doubted there was anyone left to do so.

They’d had a contract with Lom of Pleva’s company to destroy the Academy, but thanks to Suma’s quick hands, nearly all the bombs were disarmed before Thompson set them off. Only the statue was destroyed, but work was being done on its replacement. I didn’t think Lom’s people would care enough to implicate themselves in the capture of the Kold.

“The prisoners? We have a place for them. I’d ask that Slate, Magnus, and Loweck join me to deal with that in two days,” I suggested.

Loweck looked at Slate, then Magnus. “Sure. We can do that,” she said uneasily.

“And the Academy?” Magnus asked Suma.

“We lost four professors and learned that seven of our staff were Kold as well, including their leader here on Haven, Thompson,” Suma said. She looked at Slate, then Loweck. “We have some slots available, if anyone knows someone with weapons training and hand-to-hand combat.”

Slate chuckled and shrugged, not giving her an answer.

Suma appeared to have something more to say, and I urged it out of her. “What is it, Suma?”

“I should never have trusted Thompson like I did. I vouched for him, and we put Jules at risk,” Suma said.

“Suma, do you know how terrible I feel?” Mary asked. “I’m her mother, and I signed the papers to let her go in a lander with him to the portals without meeting the guy first.”

“Even so, I doubt we would have had any red flags going off if we’d met Professor Thompson. We had hundreds of the Kold running around, infiltrating all our worlds for years, and we were none the wiser. I know this was Jules, so we’re worked up, but we have to move on. She’s fine now,” I said, trying to be rational. The biggest part of me hated myself for letting her ever be in danger without me or her mother around to protect her.

“Okay, Dean,” Suma said, her snout drooping.

I noticed Silo’s absence and remembered that he’d already returned home. Suma was having a tough few months, but I knew her situation would improve with time.

“If there’s nothing else, I say we have a little celebration,” I said, nodding to a Serv-bot. Nectar and champagne appeared from the edge of the room, and it poured us each a glass of our choice, Magnus opting for a big mug of the Padlog nectar. Sergo had stayed silent, but he grabbed his homeland’s beverage and lifted a glass toward me, grinning.

As much as I hated to admit it, he’d really come through for us. Maybe we would become friends after all.

Regnig stood on a chair, and I’d forgotten he was there, since he was so silent when he didn’t press his words into your mind. He was a real hero, and I wondered at Garo’s insight into sending the librarian to Haven.

When everyone had a glass, I raised mine, nodding toward Leslie. “To Terrance, whose friendship and leadership will forever be cherished.”

“To Terrance!” the room chorused.

____________

Jules sat beside her dad as he moved the large vessel across the desert landscape.

“Are you enjoying this?” he asked her.

Jules smiled. She was, mostly because it was private time between her and Papa. There was no school, or chores, or little Hugo being a nuisance. It was just her and her father, searching over Earth with a fine-toothed comb.

“It’s fun,” she said, not saying more about it.

“Fun?”

“Fun.”

“You need to get out more, honey. We have ten imprisoned Kold onboard, and you’re having a good time. Where did I go wrong?” her dad asked.

Jules knew he was kidding, so she didn’t argue. She closed her eyes and let her abilities spread throughout her. She pictured the Kold, the tattoos, the hatred in their eyes, and she cast out. It spread below their ship in an invisible net, hundreds of kilometers in each direction.

He flew the ship slowly, and she felt nothing but the odd animal or human settlement. About five minutes later, she felt one of them on her radar. “There,” she said, pointing to the map on the console.

“Can you pin it?” he asked, and she zoomed in, dropping a locator there.

She scanned while Papa flew the ship toward their target. “There’s two of them.”

Her dad lowered the ship to the ground a kilometer away so they wouldn’t see the trap. The door opened, and her dad locked the ship. It wouldn’t do them any good to have someone seize the ship while they were out of distance, especially when it was full of Kold captives.

These were the ones who’d run when they’d learned about the testing. Jules expected it to be a long week, but having this time with her dad was priceless. Plus, he was encouraging her to use her powers. He no longer looked at her like she was a burden. No one did.

It was hot outside, the air stifling under the oppressive midday sun. She cast a glowing umbrella above them, keeping them cool as they walked toward the hiding Kold. They stayed quiet, enjoying each other’s company as her dad pointed out small lizards and strange cacti along the way.

Jules spotted the people inside a crude shelter, hiding from the day’s heat, and she waited for her dad’s signal. He gave her the nod, pulled his pulse rifle out, and they stepped out into the clearing.

“Raise them!” he said, and one of the Kold fell from their seat.

“Who are you?” she asked. Jules felt sorry for the woman. She was rail-thin, starving out here in hiding. Their kind was responsible for killing so many people. Haven had been attacked and almost ruined because of the Kold. Jules struggled to have mercy, but… part of her wished they could let them go somewhere.

“It doesn’t matter. Come with us,” her dad said, waving them out with his rifle.

Jules saw the glint of metal and didn’t wait. She pushed her powers out, sending a barricade between the Kold and her and Papa. The bullet struck the invisible wall with a thunk, and dropped.

“As I said, it’s time to go,” Papa said, and the man’s gun clattered to the ground.

____________

“You did well, honey bear. You did really well,” I told my daughter. We’d gathered almost another one hundred Kold from around the world, and I was exhausted. I didn’t want to leave any rocks unturned when it came to the Kold. Everyone needed to be able to sleep at night without one eye open, and this was the only way.

“What are we going to do with them? You said you’d tell me when we were done,” Jules said.

“You can accompany us to drop them off tomorrow,” I said, piloting our empty ship toward my old house. The captive Kold were in cells outside the portal in Egypt, awaiting their fate, but I wanted to show Jules something tonight, before we headed to Haven after it was all said and done.

“You’re going to bring them there, aren’t you? The place I suggested?” Jules asked.

“That’s right,” Papa replied.

“What are we doing tonight?” she asked.

“Heading home,” I told her.

“Home?”

“You know. The place we lived for that year when you were little. You had a horse, and you rode her almost every day,” I said, and Jules beamed.

“Carrot!” she shouted excitedly.

“That’s right. She’s with the neighbors. You want to ride her?” I asked, and Jules nodded.

I was so glad to see my little girl again. Seeing her above Tim Dobbs, nearly tearing the man apart with her powers, had scared me to death. Now I understood her more. She was so much like me. Kind and caring in spirit, but willing to do whatever it took to save her friends and family.

“Good. I have to show you something first,” I told her, setting our ship on the landing pad a short distance from our house. I’d been there not long ago with Tim, and I hated that I’d trusted someone so full of hatred for me and my people. I’d learned a lesson, but it wasn’t going to stop me from letting people in. It couldn’t.

“What is it, Papa?” Jules asked, and I hoped she’d always call me by that name.

“You’ll see.” I grabbed a bag from behind me and stepped from the ship, Jules hopping down to meet me. The day was new, the mid-morning light bright in the sky. Jules kept pace as we neared the house, and when I veered to the left, she raised an inquisitive eyebrow at me.

“This way,” I said.

The cellar doors were locked, and I pulled a key from my pocket, unlocking the padlock. The biometrics on the actual shield had been changed remotely, and would allow Jules inside as well. I’d been planning this for a while. I flopped the wooden cellar doors wide and motioned for Jules to take the dirt steps below.

“What is this?” she asked.

“Something no one knows about,” I told her.

There was some shelving set up here, and I pulled the chain, turning on the incandescent light bulb. Empty jars lined the shelves, along with various stored tools, making it appear to be a real cellar. I found the secret compartment on the far wall, and opened it. Jules’ eyes glimmered as she watched me.

One half of one of the portable portal devices from Fontem was there, and I activated it. “Ladies first,” I said, and Jules hesitated. “It’s fine. I’ll be right behind you.”

She stepped through the blue light, and I went right after her.

The ship was as I’d left it. I popped out the hidden panel from our trap for Lom of Pleva, and Jules walked into the ship. “Where is this?”

“This is where I fought Lom of Pleva,” I said, and she gasped.

“This?” She walked around the cargo hold as if trying to picture it.

“That’s right,” I told her.

“Why are we here?”

I moved to the stacked cargo crates and found the locked one in the center of the pile. “It’s where I store things. Tools from my past. Things that might help us one day.” I opened the box, and showed her. “This is the compact Kalentrek I used when Leonard and I went to the Empress’ world.” I pointed at the next item. “This is the time travel device I sent Lom into the future with.”

“Only twenty years, right?” she asked.

“That’s right.”

“Are we going to see him one day?” Jules reached for the device, and I let her pick it up.

“We might.”

“Why did you show this to me?” she asked, a slight glow pressing from her eyes.

“Because it’s all yours too. You’re my daughter, and you’re a hero. One day you might need something in here, and I want you to know where it is. I won’t always be around,” I said.

Her eyes welled up, and I hugged her. “No time soon, honey. I just wanted you to see this place. I needed you to know.” I pulled the pack from my shoulders and unzipped it, taking the clear crystals from inside.

“Those were Professor Thompson’s. They stole my powers,” she said, her hand moving away from them in fear.

“That’s why we’re hiding them here. I don’t know where he found this, but we can’t risk it being out there. We need you in one piece,” I told her.

“With my abilities?” she asked.

“Exactly. You were born this way for a reason. Regnig thinks I’m a Recaster, and maybe I was born so you would be. I think you’re the hero this universe needs, Jules. You’re our future,” I told her, and her lower lip quivered slightly. Seconds later, it stopped, and she stared at the devices in the box.

“I can do it. I can help,” she said with a smile.

I set my arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “I know you can. Now, how about we go visit your horse and eat some ice cream?”

“Deal,” she said.


Twenty-Eight

“There’s more than a little satisfaction at making this arrangement,” Slate said. He was wearing a billowing green robe; purple cuffs accented it, making it one of the worst outfits I’d ever seen.

Magnus guffawed. “Slate, did you really need to wear those today?”

Jules laughed at her Uncle Zeke. “You look silly.”

“I’m hurt, Jules. I thought you were on my side,” Slate told my daughter.

Loweck was wearing a matching robe, and she frowned at Magnus. “You know that you’re no longer our captain and I can kick your butt, right?”

“Yeah, Mag. It’s the last step in our bonding. We couldn’t put it off any longer,” Slate said, unable to contain his grin.

“Good for you two. Can you canoodle when we’re done here?” Magnus asked.

The captured Kold were lowered near the prison entrance, and we stood there watching as the short guards approached.

They were wearing the same slotted visors as they had when Slate, Loweck, and I were imprisoned there along with Karo. One of them stepped forward, taking the lead, and I noticed how the other five behind him didn’t let their hands move far from their harpoon guns.

His voice was high, and his words translated for us. “We agree to the deal. Seven loads of our finest granite in exchange for the workers.”

“Workers,” Slate muttered, and I shot him an elbow, keeping him quiet.

“That’s excellent. When can we expect our first shipment?” I asked the hoofed alien guard.

“Soon. We’ll be in touch.” He turned, leaving us alone outside the prison walls. It was a much better spot to be in than inside one of the cells, or in the mines beyond. He pointed at the Kold, who stood defiantly. More guards came out, each with weapons, and they walked their new prisoners into the facility.

“There’s a sick gratification knowing that the Kold will help process the very stone that’s going to help rebuild Haven,” I told the others.

Jules watched the detainees as they were led away, and soon we were heading into our lander. It was time to go home. Or, at least, to our temporary home on Haven, since our penthouse had been destroyed by a bomb.

A couple of hours later, Jules and I dropped off Slate and Loweck at their residence outside the Gatekeepers’ Academy. “Are you guys official? Is the bonding done?” I asked, never quite sure what the long process entailed.

Loweck grinned at Slate. “Almost…”

I didn’t press for details. “Goodnight, you two. See you tomorrow.”

Jules and I walked past their quarters, heading for the last unit on the Academy property. Maggie barked as we entered, wagging her little tail at our arrival. Jules crouched low and played with the dog, and I smelled something delicious coming from the kitchen.

“How did it all go?” Mary asked, wiping her hands on her apron.

I moved to her side, hugging her close. I kissed her lips and grabbed a cooked carrot from a steaming plate. “It went well. They’ve been delivered. How about here?”

Mary turned off the oven and lowered her voice. “Leslie stepped down. She can’t do it, not after all she’s been through.”

“Who’ll be taking over?” I asked, knowing full well.

“You’re looking at her,” Mary said, sadness creeping into her voice.

“You’re the right person for the job. The Alliance needs you. I’ll be here for you. Anything at all,” I assured her.

“Good. Because fixing Haven will be a long process,” she said.

Hugo was in the living room sitting beside Jules, and they were talking, Maggie sitting on Jules’ feet.

“It all worked out, didn’t it?” Mary asked.

“It always does,” I said, glad the threat of invasion and attack was over. The cost had been excessive, but it could have been much more dire. We sat around the table talking about our days, together as a family. Tomorrow was going to be a lot of work, but tonight, we enjoyed one another’s company.


Epilogue

The bell rang, and Jules hurried across the courtyard.

“Hi, Jules!” Caani waved at her as she entered the hallway, her feet moving quickly so she wasn’t late for class.

“Hi, Caani, can’t talk now!” she shouted back at the tall Keppe boy.

“See you at lunch, Jules?” Rumi asked as he stepped into his classroom.

“You bet,” she told her friend, and continued walking.

The school year was just starting, and she couldn’t have been more excited. There were over eight hundred students now, and the entire building had a vibrant energy to it this year. Everyone had been so nice to Jules since the attack, and she finally felt like she belonged. She was no longer the outsider, the stranger.

She bumped into someone as she rounded the corner, and she mumbled an apology as she bent to pick up her tablet.

“Jules?” a voice asked, and she looked up to see Karo standing in front of her. She hadn’t seen him in so long. Ableen was beside him, smiling toward Jules. They were so tall, so magnificent.

“You remember our kids?” Karo asked, waving his arm and stepping to the side. “Karo Jr., Paleen, Noom, and last but not least, Barl.”

Jules’ eyes widened as she saw Dean arrive from the other direction. He stopped near the Theos kids and said hi.

The Theos kids were tall, taller than her already, and she recalled her dad talking to Mary about how big they were becoming. “How… how are you so..?” she started to ask Barl.

Karo’s chest swelled. “Theos develop differently, faster than humans.”

Barl’s skin was gray, his hair long and white like his father’s. Karo Jr. was smaller, his hair short. Noom and Paleen were graceful, already inches taller than Jules. The last time they’d seen each other was a couple of years ago… apparently, Theos children had a stage where they were left indoors. Jules assumed they must form a chrysalis like a butterfly, judging by the kids in front of her.

“We’re enrolling the children into the Academy. See you at dinner tonight?” Ableen asked Jules, and she’d almost forgotten her class had already started.

“Sure. See you later,” she said.

Barl shot Dean a look, and Patty’s brother peered over at Jules. “Coming to class?” he asked her, somewhat protectively.

“Let’s go,” Jules exclaimed.

Jules ran away from them and down the hall, ending up at the weapons training door late. She knocked, and it opened.

“Miss Jules. How nice of you to join the class,” Uncle Zeke said. “Dean, why not come in?” He motioned them to enter and take a seat.

Jules was excited to finally be in this class, and couldn’t be happier with the instructor. She was glad Slate and Loweck had accepted the roles as professors. “As I was saying, you can call me Slate. I’ll be taking you through Weapons Training this year, and we’re going to start by going around the classroom and introducing ourselves. There are a lot of new faces this year, and it’ll help you to remember one another, and for me to meet you all.”

Jules received a few smiles from some of the kids she knew, and she listened as each kid said their name, age, and interests.

She recalled sneaking around the Academy, half a year ago, and her part in protecting it. She was so happy it remained, because the school was important. The Gatekeepers were important, and so was the Alliance.

When it came to be her turn, she smiled shyly and stood up. “I’m Jules. Jules Parker. And I want to help people.”

THE END
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One

The hovertrain raced above the lavender fields at over four hundred kilometers an hour, making the crops appear as an indistinct blend of green and purple.

“Look, Hugo,” Mary said, pointing out the window.

“Is it a cool spaceship?” he asked, looking through the glass.

“No. It’s lavender,” she told him. “Dean, do you think someone is tending these?”

Judging by the large buildings to the west of the immense field, I guessed they were. “It appears so.”

“I wish we could stop. What’s the point of touring the colonies if we can’t pause and see some nature along the way?” Mary told me.

I glanced at Hugo, who was face-first into a handheld video game. I’d been lucky enough to have one kid disinterested in technology of that nature, but Hugo was another can of worms. All he wanted to do was watch TV shows and play games. He’d be enrolled in the Academy in another two years when he turned ten, and I was hoping that would snap him out of his obsession.

Jules had started school much earlier, but her aptitude levels were quite a bit higher. Hugo was, by all accounts, an average little boy, and we were happy about it.

“Maybe next time,” I told her.

“Right, the next time we’re traveling around as a family on Earth, in Europe,” she said, making me cringe. She was right. We weren’t going to be here again, and if we were, it would be another quick trip between colony cities.

“Paul!” I called from my seat. The hovertrain car was mostly empty; only a few people were heading from Nouveau Paris to Nuevo Madrid with us. Paul was one of them, along with his wife Sammy and their now teenage daughter, Brittany. His girl was a few years older than Jules, almost seventeen, if my memory served.

“What’s up, Dean?” Paul asked from the front of the car. He was reading something on a tablet. Probably a Shimmali mystery thriller. I’d gotten him hooked after Sarlun had lent me his favorite.

“Can you have them stop here for a few minutes?” I asked, and Mary smiled at me.

“You don’t have to do this,” Mary said, but her eyes told another story.

Paul disappeared through the car doors leading to the pilot, and I saw the landscape already slowing through the window.

He returned a second later, giving me a thumbs-up. “Looks like they were stopping for maintenance anyway. Something about the central thrusters. He says it shouldn’t be too long.”

“How often does this kind of issue occur?” Mary asked Paul, trying to be loud enough for him to hear without shouting.

“Not very often, but it happens. Like I said, it shouldn’t take long. We’ll come for a walk with you,” Paul said, urging his daughter Brittany from her seat.

“Then it’s settled. We can stretch our legs,” I said, grabbing Hugo’s game and turning it off. I swore his eyes were going to go crossed if he kept playing these things.

“Dad, I was about to finish the level,” he pouted.

“You can vanquish the overlords when we’re done seeing one of Earth’s most beautiful landscapes. How does that sound?” I asked.

“Lame.” He was only eight, and already prone to one-word conversations.

Mary didn’t seem to notice as she stood up, heading for the exit. She looked great in a pair of jeans and an emerald-green blouse, dressing more casually than we had for the last week or so as we’d visited the colonies in the United Kingdom, then in Germany.

Hugo ran for his mother as the hovertrain lowered to the ground, eventually coming to a stop.

The train itself was reminiscent of a luxury train designed in Europe. The hovertrains from various worlds each served different purposes. Some were used by races like the Inlor to transport goods between cities. We also had those types on New Spero between our Terran sites, as well as passenger cars like the one we were currently in.

This one was equipped with rich finishings: mahogany wood and silver trimmings. It was a far cry from the old lines I used to ride from upstate New York into the big city.

The exit opened wide as the ship powered off, and Mary stepped out first, Hugo running past her into the edge of the lavender fields. The sun was high in the near-cloudless sky, and I basked in it a moment as my shoes found the grass.

The smell was overwhelming; a blast to the senses. Mary beamed as she glanced at me, reaching to take my hand as she led me from the train.

“Sammy, have you seen these before?” Mary asked Paul’s wife, and she shook her head.

“Never. Only from above, at a few hundred kilometers an hour, or in pictures. It’s wonderful,” she added.

Even Brittany appeared to be enjoying it, and I saw her aiming her tablet toward the vast rows of deep purple flowers, likely filming the excursion.

“Hugo, don’t go too far!” I shouted at my boy, but he was never one to heed my advice. He kept running in the grass between the thick lavender rows. I was just happy he was playing outside for once.

I peered at the hovertrain behind us, wondering where the issue was. This train was only three cars long and used for shipping dignitaries and colony leaders around between cities. While the interior looked like a classic luxury train, the outside was far different. The windows were actually screens on the inside, projecting the views from externally-mounted cameras, meaning you could take the train into orbit if necessary. The hull was designed to stop radiation, and it was shielded from attack. The outer edge was made from a dense black material found on a world discovered by the Keppe during an exploratory mission.

The thought reminded me of Magnus and Natalia, and I decided we needed to have a visit with them. It had been too long, at least half a year.

The landscape rolled like waves, and from the top of a hill, I saw a lake in the distance, cypress trees lining the rear of the lavender field. It was so picturesque. No matter how many planets I’d had the luxury of visiting, I always found Earth to be the most beautiful, and I was thrilled that the Empress had returned it to our race. The odd Bhlat remained near the portals, but more as a protective force against intruders than anything else.

The Empress was gone, returned home with her daughter. Rumor was that she’d found a new general, and they were a couple. That would be interesting.

“How are things going in Spain?” I asked Paul as he slowed, allowing me to catch up.

“Madrid’s new expansion has struggled. I know we’ve been discussing the Restorers a lot recently. They’re becoming a real issue, especially in the Mediterranean nations,” Paul said.

“I thought they were more like rogue groups, stealing resources for their non-sanctioned colonies,” I said, seeing I apparently didn’t have the right impression.

Paul ran a hand through his hair and paused. Mary and I turned to him with interest.

“Paul, what are you leaving out?” Mary asked.

“They… we’ve had a few issues in the States with them. Mostly in the south, since they seem to have set up base in places like New Mexico and Arizona. Which makes sense, because we don’t have a strong foothold there,” Paul said.

“What exactly do you mean by ‘a few issues’?” I asked.

“Look, the Restorers are globalizing. At first, we thought they were each their own rogue colonies, but the further along we go, the more similarities we find between our encounters with them. Their rhetoric is the same, like they’re reading from a Restorer handbook or something,” Paul said.

I searched for Hugo and saw him walking beside Brittany, and I was glad someone was watching him.

“What’s their endgame?” Mary asked.

“We don’t know. The name holds a purpose: the Restorers. The little we have on them indicates they want the world to return to the way it was,” Paul said.

“That’s what we’re doing, isn’t it?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, Dean, it’s not. They want it to be better than before the Event. Before technology and the Industrial Revolution.”

I laughed at this. “Oh, so they can get the plague or die from a hangnail? Okay, well, good for them. Can’t they do this on their own time?”

“That’s what we thought. We haven’t been able to learn enough about them. We don’t know why, but our drones black out over their main colonies. They go in filming, end up dark, and return with no footage,” Paul said.

I was surprised by the information, and by the fact that it was the first Mary and I were hearing about this. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“You have enough going on, and until recently, there hasn’t been a lot of reason to worry anyone.” Paul waved at his wife, who was heading over to our standing spot.

“Wow, looks like a maintenance crew arrived here quickly,” Sammy said, pointing to the west. I had to squint to block the sun, and saw a vessel approaching us.

“There’s no way a ship could have arrived that quickly, even if we did call one in,” Paul said quietly.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up as I comprehended what was happening. “Hugo, over here now!”

I saw his head bobbing up and down over the row of lavender beside us, and Brittany was grinning at him.

“Dean, what do we do?” Mary asked.

“Do we have weapons?” I asked Paul, who shrugged.

“I guess we have a pulse rifle or two inside,” he said, but we were out of time. The incoming vessel lowered over the field. It was an old Bhlat dropship, heavily modified. It reminded me of Lom of Pleva’s robopirates, with the rough welds and mismatched hull sheets.

The doors spread wide, and I pushed Hugo behind me as soon as he arrived, staring up at the newcomers.

A man stood in the doorway wearing patchy leather armor, holding an old rifle, and smiling with a cigar between his teeth.

“Look what we have here,” he said, grinning like he knew a secret we didn’t. Their ship was hovering five feet over the fields, and he hopped out, landing with ease a short distance from us. A woman appeared in the ship’s cargo ramp door, and she jumped beside him, followed by another and then another, until we were faced with a dozen or so menacing armed opponents.

I’d been foolish to not wear a weapon. There hadn’t been a reason to go equipped, but in our new world, it was always imperative to be ready. Complacency ended with people killed, as we’d experienced with the Kold. I wondered if any of these people might be our look-alike enemies, but that was impossible. With Jules’ help, we’d captured them all years ago.

The cigar man stepped closer, and I could smell him from far away, a mixture of tobacco and leather. He sported a short beard, his pants and vest were made from animal hide, and his face held a grimace even while smiling. It was unnerving. His long hair was slicked back and tied into a ponytail.

“What do you want?” I asked, placing the leadership of our group on myself rather than Paul or Mary.

“Want?” he asked, his voice higher pitched than it should have been.

“That’s what I asked. Is there something we can help you with?” I asked him, stepping forward.

“I’m sure there are a few things we can avail ourselves of on this here train. Ain’t that right, Belle?” he asked the woman next to him. She was thin, with long pale arms jutting from her matching vest. Her hair was long and dark, pulled into four ponytails placed around her head.

“Oui. J’imagine qu’il y a beaucoup de friandises a bord,” she said in smooth flowing French.

“I don’t suppose you parles français?” he asked, his accent terrible.

“I’m afraid I don’t,” I told them. “But I get the gist of it. You want our train.”

“You’re a quick one. What did you say your name was?” he asked.

“I didn’t say.” The last thing I wanted was this man knowing I was Dean Parker. “I’m Cliff. Cliff Jones.”

There were at least five guns aimed directly at me, and we had no choice but to cooperate with the gang. It grated on me.

“Pleased to meet you, Cliff. I’m Frasier, and I’ll be your tour guide today.”

“What’s going on out here?” a voice asked from inside the train. It was our pilot, and his eyes sprang wide at seeing the situation.

“We’re here to take your train, good sir, and all the supplies on board. Now, if you’d kindly step off and raise your hands,” Frasier said.

The pilot obeyed, lifting his arms high in the air. “It won’t do you any good. The coupler is fried. This train isn’t going anywhere.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Frasier said. “Louis, if you would.”

A short kid walked from around the armed group, hefting a plug-in device in his hand. He tossed it up in the air and caught it with ease. “You mean like this coupler?” the kid asked with an attitude.

“Yes, like that,” the pilot said, defeated.

It was clear we’d been had from the start. They’d sabotaged our ship in Paris and were ambushing us.

“Are you with them?” I asked.

“Of whom are we speaking?” Frasier asked, puffing on his cigar. He was an enigma.

“Don’t string me along. The Restorers,” I told him, the word sounding dirty on my tongue.

His eyebrows rose in surprise. “So you’ve heard of us. How interesting.”

“What’s the point? Why don’t you live the way you want to and let the colonies do as they choose?” I asked him.

He laughed, and eventually, the rest of his group did too, a maniacal sound if ever I’d heard one. “And that’s the problem right there… Cliff. Do you recall what the world was like before the Event?”

“Sure I do,” I said.

“Then you know how terrible it was. How segregated we were, how dangerous. We were a tinder box, ready to go off. The Kraski saved us, gave us another chance to start over. And we aren’t going to stand by while you all destroy the opportunity,” he said.

“You’re using technology now,” I told him. “This ship. Those weapons. Isn’t that a little hypocritical?” I asked, and Mary set a hand on my arm, urging me to be quiet. She was right. There was no need in agitating the group. I cast my stare aside, looking at my feet.

“These are but a means to an end. It won’t be long, Cliff. Don’t you worry,” Frasier said, walking directly up to me.

It was clear the conversation was over, and I kept my lips closed. Hugo hugged his mom tightly, and Paul draped his arm protectively over his daughter’s shoulders. The remaining five passengers were ushered out of the train at gunpoint, and I cringed as a young child cried while his mother clutched him to her chest.

The young man with the replacement coupler sauntered to the front of the train, which was nestled onto the ground at the edge of the fields. He clambered up the nose of the vessel, using the metal footholds built into the side. We watched as he tossed the faulty device to the grass, and soon he was returning, wiping his hands in the air, indicating the job was completed. He winked at me as he strolled past and onto the train.

“We’re taking the pilot with us,” Frasier told us, aiming his gun at the man.

“No… I’m supposed to be home with my family tomorrow,” our pilot said, his cheeks going red.

“Isn’t there another way?” Paul asked the group.

“Sure. Can you fly a hovertrain?” Frasier asked, and Paul shook his head. “Then he comes with us. It’s settled.”

Five of them entered the train, pulling the pilot with them. The doors shut, and a minute later, the engines were firing to life. Hugo’s eyes were wide, watching, but he didn’t cry. Mary was humming to him, stroking our son’s hair to calm him.

“Paul, don’t,” I cautioned, as the leader of the colonies began to step toward the woman who’d spoken French to us earlier. He remained still, clenching his jaw as the other half of the group returned to their modified dropship. They climbed up and the door closed, the ship leaving.

Our hovertrain was off the ground, the yellow thrusters burning brightly as it rose into the warm cloudless sky.

They flew south, leaving us standing amidst the rows of lavender.


Two

Jules waited for the attack to come. Her opponent was biding his time, trying to gauge an opening, and she didn’t want him to gain the upper hand. She needed to place him in a false sense of security. She stepped to the side, her hands up in a defensive posture, and she feigned an ankle roll.

She allowed herself to stumble just enough for her opposition to sense weakness. He lunged forward, attempting to grapple her. Instead, she used her sideways momentum to drag him to the ground while placing her knee behind his legs.

He fell to the floor with a whoosh of breath exploding from his lungs, and he groaned as she sat on top of his chest. “Do you submit?” she asked, breathing heavily.

“I…”

She dug her knee into his ribs—not too hard—but it made him think twice about fighting back. He outweighed her by a good forty pounds, and it wasn’t often she bested him in hand-to-hand.

“I submit,” Dean said, rolling his head to the side. “Can you get off of me?”

She smiled, stood up, and offered her hand to the distraught teen boy. He glared at her palm and muttered something as he climbed to his feet on his own accord. Dean was growing like a weed, becoming a lot more like his father Magnus every year: tall, but not broad like the immense captain of the Horizon.

“Nice work, Jules,” Loweck said with an approving grin.

“She cheated!” Dean said incredulously.

“I did not cheat,” Jules told him. “I tricked you. There’s a big difference.”

“She’s right, Dean. There’s nothing wrong with faking an injury, or lulling the opponent into sensing weakness,” Loweck told him, but he still glowered.

Jules sat next to him on the bench outside the ring. Dean leaned forward, his brown hair hanging over his eyes. Two other kids entered the ring, and Loweck counted from three to one to start their match.

“If it helps, I think I did hurt my ankle,” she said, rubbing above her foot.

He cracked a grin and glanced over to her. “Right. I’m not that much of a sore loser. Do you want me to take you to the medical office?”

Dean was sixteen, and she was thirteen. At that moment, seeing the much larger boy beside her, she felt like a little girl, in way over her head.

Jules stood and walked around on it, testing her weight on the ankle. It was a little sore, but nothing too serious. She’d use a tensor if it swelled up, then she’d go see the doctor. “I think it’s fine,” she told him.

“Are you coming to the Horizon this weekend?” Dean drank some water, passing her a bottle, which she drank heavily from before answering.

“Yeah. I think so. Mom and Papa are supposed to be home by then,” she said.

“Are you ever going to stop calling him that?” Dean asked.

“What?”

“Papa. Uncle Dean,” he said. “I thought you’d outgrow it.”

She flushed but hoped her already red cheeks hid the embarrassment. “I don’t know. I’ve always called him that. Seems weird to stop now.”

“Don’t. Stop, that is. I think he likes it,” Dean told her, his expression softening. “Do you want to grab pizza later?”

Jules nodded. “Don’t you have enough pizza, living with Karo and Ableen?”

Dean looked over at Loweck and nodded. “I miss living with you guys.”

“We could ask Mom if you could stay with us,” Jules said, hope filling her chest.

“Nah. I hate putting Karo out, but I do like hanging out with the quadruplets. And staying at the residence outside the Academy is pretty handy. Maybe you should try to stay on campus next year,” Dean said.

“I wish. They’ll never allow it. Could you imagine my father agreeing to that?” Jules asked.

Dean laughed. “You’re right. I forgot who we were dealing with for a minute.”

Jules peeked up, seeing there were only two minutes left in their class. “I better hit the showers. Thanks for letting me win today.” She threw a towel at Dean, and he caught it with one hand.

“Any time. There’s nothing I like better than being beat up by a little girl,” Dean said, smiling at her.

And there it was, the age difference coming to her like a slap in the face. She told herself not to worry about it. She was only a kid, and Dean… he was like family. “See you after classes.”

Loweck declared a winner as Jules walked by the ongoing match and into the change rooms. There were five other occupants, each chattering to one another. They only had one room for all students, but each shower had its own private change closet.

Jules grabbed her bag, entering the first empty stall, and locked the door, hanging her stuff on the hook. Soon she was in the shower, the water washing off the sweat and stress of the tough physical training. She loved hand-to-hand, even more than weapons training. She recalled the day the Kold had taken over the school and she’d broken into the training room for her first visit of the facility. It felt like a lifetime ago.

She didn’t have long before class, and she rushed to dress, her wet hair hanging over her dry clothes as she emerged from the stall.

“Help! She’s not breathing!” a boy was shouting. Jules ran to the sink bay and saw Siobhan on the ground, unmoving.

“What happened?” Jules asked.

“I don’t know. She fell,” said Canni, a Keppe student.

Jules rushed to the unconscious girl’s side and saw her chest wasn’t moving. “Stand back!” she shouted, unsure what she was doing. She tried to remember their first aid training, but her mind went blank. “Siobhan, can you hear me?” Her fingers touched the girl’s wrist, and Jules felt her abilities spark to life, bursting through her self-imposed barrier.

She placed a hand in the center of the girl’s chest and felt more than saw the problem. She had something lodged in her throat. Before she had time to think about it, she used her powers to loop a tendril of energy into the girl’s mouth, behind the blockage. She tugged it with her mind, breaking the piece of candy free from its jammed position.

Siobhan remained still as the candy fell out of her mouth and onto the change-room floor. Then it came to Jules. She tilted the girl’s head back, lifting her chin before she leaned in and breathed in quick succession. She pushed on her chest cavity, trying to remember the right amount, switching to breathing again.

Everything was silent to Jules as she attempted to save Siobhan’s life, and at the moment she was about to give up, the girl coughed and inhaled deeply. She rolled to her side, and Jules fell away as Loweck arrived.

“Give her room,” Loweck said, coming to Siobhan’s side. “You’re going to be okay.”

Jules remained on the ground, and Canni was staring at her with wide eyes. He helped Jules to her feet and cleared his throat. “Jules, your eyes are glowing,” he whispered, and she looked in the mirror, seeing her eyes and hands were pulsing green with Iskios power. She slammed her barrier closed and rushed from the room, Loweck calling after her.

____________

It only took us twenty minutes to traverse the lavender fields, crossing the dry, fragrant ground, heading toward the tall warehouse structures. We suspected there would be someone there to call for help, but we realized our tablets and other communication devices weren’t operating.

“I don’t understand how they fried our stuff like that,” Paul told me.

“You saw that they weren’t using pulse rifles or pistols. Whatever they used probably targeted a particular frequency to shut the tablets down,” Mary told us. She was holding Hugo’s hand, and the boy kept staring at the sky, as if another ship was about to lower and attack us.

“A train heist?” I almost had to laugh about it. “These guys are ballsy, I’ll give them that. A world without technology? It’s a lofty goal, but not very sustainable,” I said.

Mary glanced to the few people behind us. The little child was calm, nestled into his mother’s arms as we trudged the final rows to the far edge of the field.

The warehouses were slate-gray windowless structures, and we made our way around them, searching for an entrance. We found a side door, and I tested it. Locked. Paul pointed across a dirt road, and I followed his finger to see an old French villa, a compact hatchback parked in front.

“I think someone’s home,” Sammy said, picking up her pace.

Even though it had only been an hour since the train had stopped, we arrived at the home with stone walls and a thatched roof, looking like we’d been through the wringer and back again. The day was warm, and sweat clung to my skin, dust and pollen stuck to the sweat. Hugo’s hair was covered in grass somehow, and I laughed, thinking how pathetic our group appeared.

“Why must you always chuckle in the face of adversity?” Mary asked, trying to sound serious, but I noticed the corners of her mouth lifting in a suppressed grin.

“Because frowning never seems to help,” I said as we crossed the road.

A man exited the house, hands on hips. “Nice day for a walk?” he asked with a heavy French accent.

The transport ship came an hour later, rushed from London’s colony. We all crammed into it, Hugo settling on my lap.

“What are we going to do about these Restorers?” I asked Paul, who was squished in with his family on the bench in front of us.

“I didn’t want to do anything, but if this is their new MO, we have to stop them,” Paul said.

“How? Even you said it; their group is spread across the world,” Mary said.

“Then we’ll learn where their home base is. Someone has to be giving the orders, setting the directive to their people, so we find out who that is…” Paul stopped, glancing at Hugo.

“Then we deal with them, right?” I asked.

“Right.”

“We’re going to skip Madrid, Paul. I think we should return to Haven as planned, and you set up a meeting with all the colony heads. Let’s research what kind of issues, if any, the colonies have been seeing and pinpoint each occurrence on a map. We’ll likely see a pattern, or at least a higher frequency of attacks or provocations in one region,” I said.

“And you think that’ll be where their home base is nearest?” Sammy asked.

“It’s as good a place as any to begin searching. If anything, we’ll have a better chance of crossing paths with someone that’ll know the location,” I told them.

Mary was watching me with her intense eyes, as if trying to read my expression. “And what then?” she asked.

“Isn’t that clear? Someone needs to infiltrate their group,” I said.

Paul had fully turned around in his seat, and he was staring directly at me. Hugo was fidgeting with his game, which was now powered down like the rest of our technology.

“To what end?” Paul asked.

“If one of us can join them, we’ll understand what they’re preaching, where they’re attacking, and exactly what measures they’re willing to engage in to accomplish their goal. We saw it today. They messed with our power core all the way in Paris, and remotely burned it out.

“They’re advanced. They have a strong network. We can’t let them continue. It’s almost like having the Kold among us again. We won’t let that happen again, Paul. We can’t.” I said the last softly, taking some of the blame for the deaths on my own head.

If I hadn’t made a deal with the Bhlat, then invited them into our Alliance of Worlds, the Kold wouldn’t have considered us a threat. They were ready to warn us, and introduce themselves as allies. Mary loved to remind me that if I hadn’t done what I needed to do by negotiating with the Bhlat, millions of humans would be dead, and so would she and many of my friends.

Mary asked the inevitable. “And who’s going to volunteer for this immeasurable task?”

All eyes settled on me.


Three

You were right to come see me. Regnig’s words pressed into Jules’ mind, and she shut the door behind her. Regnig led her into the library, past a few students, who were using the old reference books to do papers on distant worlds, ancient cultures from faraway systems.

This half of the library was accessible by the entire student body, but the second half was where Regnig lived, and stored the most secret, dangerous, and troublesome texts from prying eyes. He claimed there was enough damning evidence and hidden truths inside to start an intergalactic war that would never end. She believed him.

“How are you doing down here?” she asked him. She rarely saw Regnig above on the surface and knew the little birdman was more comfortable underground, like he’d been accustomed to on Bazarn Five.

I am well, young Parker. Don’t worry about me. I manage to head up to Haven every few weeks. You know, to give the old wings a flap or two. He opened his beak and watched her with his one large eye.

Jules laughed, walking beside him slowly. His legs were so short, and he was stooping even more these days. Regnig was old, and she hoped he’d never pass away. She’d loved visiting him since she’d been able to speak. Papa and the telepathic bird shared a bond, but so did the two of them.

She reached over and took his clawed hand in hers as they walked.

I’m glad you trusted me with this, Jules.

“Who else could I trust?” Jules asked. Regnig stopped at the secret entrance to the other half of the library, checked over his shoulder to ensure no one watched, and accessed the doorway.

They entered the other side, and Jules felt safe and protected as the door shut, sealing them in privacy.

So you’re having troubles with your powers? Regnig asked this as he waddled forward, waving her to follow.

“Yes.” She told him about what had happened after saving the choking student.

Is this the first time your powers have acted out of turn?

“No. It’s been happening more frequently. My barrier keeps being breached by them, or I can’t access the abilities at all. Sometimes I reach for them, and there’s nothing there to grasp hold of,” Jules told him.

How very intriguing. Of course, there’s nothing to reference in regard to this in my entire library. The Iskios, while alive, didn’t have any more than the odd latent powers that rarely sprang to life. In their death, mixed with the crystals on the planet where their remains were placed, they caused the Vortex. He tapped a thin claw to the tip of his beak. You being human changes everything, though.

Jules thought of something but nodded instead.

Perhaps your biochemistry has changed enough to cause a fluctuation. This might be the root cause of the disturbance.

“What can we do about it?” she asked.

Come with me. They walked through the main library. Even though it was only a few years old, it felt antiquated; the scent of old books from every corner of the universe lined the many shelves.

“How many of these did you handwrite?” Jules asked, knowing a lot of other races didn’t use books. Some only held stories and information in their minds; others only kept digital imprints, while some stored data in crystals.

Hundreds, maybe thousands.

“Wouldn’t it be simpler to keep them on your computer?” she asked.

It would also be simpler to plug your brain into an avatar and stay in bed all day, but we don’t do that, do we? We wake up and walk around like we were meant to. Books were always meant to be books.

“You sound like my dad,” she told him. “He’s always trying to make me read old paperbacks from Earth.”

Your father is a wise man. Regnig pressed a door open, revealing a room Jules hadn’t seen before. The lighting was soft, and an elaborate series of beakers and flasks lined a desk along the wall.

“What is this?” Jules crossed the room, trying not to bump into anything. Some of the glassware was hanging above open flames, and it all seemed a little archaic.

Sometimes a little alchemy is superior to modern medicine. Regnig urged her forward. Have a seat.

She obliged, eyeing the intricate series of bubbling beakers. “What is all this?”

Just a little experiment. Do you recall me taking a blood sample from you when you were a little girl?

Jules shook her head. “I don’t.”

That makes sense. You were very young. Your mom and dad asked me to record it, even though Dr. Nick advised them nothing was different about you. They wanted me to store the blood, and if anything ever changed, compare it to a new sample. Would you mind if I took another sample now?

Jules’ hands started to sweat at his thoughts. She didn’t mind the idea of a needle—she’d had enough of those in her life—but the sheer fact that something might be medically wrong with her, had her scared. Part of her wanted to run away, never finding out what the issue with her abilities was, but she couldn’t do that. It was too dangerous not to check. “You can take my blood,” she finally told him.

Good. He retrieved a needle from a sealed package. It had a vial behind it, a far older-appearing technology than the one her family doctor, Dr. Nick, used.

“Will it hurt?” she asked, suddenly nervous.

Not at all. Only a little prick. Regnig was good to his word, and she watched as her blood flowed into the vial. He pulled the needle out, passing a cotton ball to her. Press on this.

She’d almost expected her sample to come out green, even though she’d seen her own blood enough to know that was silly. “Now what?” Jules asked.

I’ll do some tests on it, see what I can see. Perhaps I’ll have something to tell you next week. Regnig placed the vial away, passing her a small bandage before leaving the bizarre room. Now how about we discuss your school and have a cup of tea?

“That sounds good to me,” Jules said, pressing the sticky bandage on her arm.

____________

“This is Menocury L05.” Suma tapped her console, bringing the colorful planet’s 3D image to the front of the auditorium. “The people, the Nirzu, are being evacuated.” The image changed to show a bipedal being. It appeared quite human to Jules, but she knew that not all physical attribute discrepancies were seen on the surface. Even from the 3D image, Jules saw they were dark green, their faces framed by a ridge, their heads bald.

“Why are they being evacuated?” Rumi asked from the rear of the auditorium. He always sat at the back of the class but never went a lecture without needing to shout from his distant position.

Suma’s snout twitched as she heard the question. “I’m getting to that, Rumi. Menocury’s star is dying, it has been for centuries, but the Nirzu were able to adapt to their temperature changes until now.”

Images of the world showed snow and ice in parts, and barren dying landscape in others. Suma kept skipping through them, faster than Jules could keep up.

“They’ve reached their end point, and when the Gatekeepers learned of their plight, they advised the Alliance, who’ve sanctioned a transport of the entire race. It’s a huge endeavor, one that’s already begun,” Suma said. She clicked some footage to life, and the class watched as colony ships moved away from the surface, each holding what Jules thought to be at least twenty thousand of the Nirzu.

“Where are they going?” This from Rumi again.

Suma appeared ready to reprimand the Padlog boy, but stopped. “The Gatekeepers have cataloged over fifteen worlds, compatible with the Nirzu biology, that are also currently uninhabited by intellectual beings.”

Jules always hated the terms, because as far as she was concerned, the local animals that lived on these empty worlds had every right to own the places, even more so than some invading race of people. But she kept that to herself, since no one would agree with her.

Jules scanned the amphitheater, seeing Slate leaning against the exit. He watched with mild interest, and Jules grinned. He was her favorite uncle, even though he wasn’t really her uncle.

Suma continued. “We’ll be sending some of you to the planet to assist with the final evac to IIlyria.”

The Shimmali professor tapped the console again, changing the view to a new planet in space. It was beautiful, and Jules nearly stood up, staring at the colors from orbit. The world had masses of bright green land below, and aquamarine water even from this distance.

“How long before their colony ships land on the surface?” Jules asked before thinking. She tried to recall if Illyria held a portal on it, but she didn’t recognize the name, nor did she know Menocury L05 from the crystal map. That would have made things a lot easier.

Suma smiled at her question, answering it kindly. “Good question, Jules. The first evacuated ship departed over one hundred and forty days ago, and is scheduled to arrive in another twenty-five days.”

Not too bad. Under half a year to arrive at their new home. Jules had heard that the colony ships weren’t too bad to traverse space in, so long as there were enough supplies. She bet the Nirzu were ready to embark on a fresh planet and begin settling in.

Jules noticed Dean at the edge of the auditorium, watching Suma thoughtfully. He was sitting beside Barl, Karo and Ableen’s son, named after Karo’s father. Barl appeared distracted, but he always did. Karo was so serious, and so were two of the quadruplets, but Barl was mischievous, a bad influence on Dean.

“What preliminary construction has occurred?” Dean asked quietly, but Suma heard the boy and nodded attentively.

“Another great query, Dean.” The footage zoomed as a recording drone lowered through the atmosphere before drifting through some heavy cloud cover. The moment it broke through the wispy white barrier, Jules thought she could make out the beginnings of a city. As it lowered, her suspicions were confirmed.

Drones and robotic construction machines buzzed around the surface, erecting buildings, creating sidewalks and roadways. A lot of the material was black; the same construction material her father and Dean’s father, Magnus, had traded for the Kold prisoners. Jules almost felt sad for the now-imprisoned Kold. She’d helped capture them and had participated in the exchange, but Papa had told her it was for the best.

If the Kold were released, they’d seek retribution. Papa said that he had enough vengeance-seekers to last him a lifetime, but she didn’t quite know who he was referring to. Jules had a feeling there was a lot more about her parents’ life before her that she hadn’t been told. Of course she’d heard the stories about their part in the Event, but those were distant tales to her.

She saw the way Slate looked at her family, though, and the affection Magnus and Natalia held for them all, and it reiterated the bond they all shared from that time. There was nothing that could keep their tight-knit group apart, and Jules was happy for it. She loved them all very much.

Jules snapped out of her internal dialogue, noticing Suma was wrapping up the discussion. “…will be coming with us as Gatekeepers’ Academy representatives. This is a great opportunity for some of you to take your training to the next level.”

Jules’ heart threatened to explode at the exciting revelation. Which students were going to Menocury L05? Before she could ask out loud, Slate stepped forward, his arms crossed. His eyes were crinkled at the corners, a slight smile spreading on his face. She thought he might have met her gaze and looked away quickly, as if she’d been caught giving something away.

“Some of you in this very room will be joining my team to assist the final sweep, ensuring that no Nirzu is left behind. Some of them have elected to stay, but their government has made it clear that that’s not to be allowed under any circumstance. The Alliance respects this, so we’ll do our best to accommodate,” her Uncle Zeke said.

Dean stuck his hand up. “Who gets to go?”

He stole the question they were all thinking. Jules peered around, seeing some of the students shrinking in their seats, averting their eyes from the front of the auditorium so they wouldn’t be chosen.

“This isn’t like schoolyard gym class. I won’t be picking at this moment. We have our list, and we’ll inform everyone by tomorrow. We still need to have permissions from some of your guardians.” This time, Jules was sure Slate made eye contact. Did this mean he’d asked her parents, and they were trying to keep her from going on the excursion? That would be just like Papa, wanting to keep her safe, which left her out of the fun.

He could be such a hypocrite, telling her how dangerous the universe was, and the next day sticking his own neck out to help someone. She knew her mom felt the same way, even if she wouldn’t admit it. It was so frustrating. Tears threatened to form, and Jules steeled her nerves against them. She wasn’t going to cry at a moment like this. She was too old for that.

Suma stood beside Slate, shutting the 3D image off. “Thank you for your time. Please break for an extended lunch if you weren’t scheduled for it yet, and resume your regularly-scheduled classes this afternoon.”

The lights increased in brightness, and Suma and Slate were chatting, but as the students all rose, Jules lost sight of them. She needed to discuss the excursion. Jules knew she could help out. If she knew what she was searching for, she’d be able to track the Nirzu, like she’d tracked the Kold as she and her father swept over Earth.

The press of students forced their way from the room, and Jules noticed Dean stopping near Slate and Suma, likely wanting to ask them the same thing she did. Were they on the list?

Jules waited near the edge of the steps for the kids to all evacuate, and Uncle Zeke spotted her. He raised his hands in front of him. “Jules, it’s not my call.”

Her heart fluttered. “Does this mean I’m not going?”

Suma’s gaze dropped to the floor.

“Why? I’m one of the best students at the Academy.” Jules glanced around, making sure they were alone in the auditorium before continuing.

“We know, but we asked your parents, and they thought…” Slate started, but Jules couldn’t wait for him to finish.

“They thought what? That I wasn’t ready for this? Is that it? That I’m too young, or that I’ll put myself in danger with my abilities?” She was so angry with them.

Slate came over, crouching so they were eye to eye. “Jules, have you been struggling with your gifts?” His voice was reassuring by questioning.

She glanced from Dean to Suma to her Uncle Zeke, and all eyes were on her. “No. I’ve been fine,” she said.

“We heard about the girl choking after hand-to-hand. You really helped her,” Suma said.

“She was going to die,” Jules said softly.

“Can you keep it under control?” Slate asked firmly. Straight to the point. She normally loved that about her uncle.

“I can,” she lied. He was right. She was struggling to keep it barricaded at times. Some days, she woke to her powers fully activated. Just last week she’d been floating in her room, glowing bright green. She hadn’t told her parents; it would only make them worry.

“I think you’d be a great addition to the team, Jules. If you can convince your mom and dad to let you join us, then you’re welcome to come,” Suma told her, and a glimmer of hope trembled through Jules.

“What about me?” Dean asked.

“Of course you’re going, Dean. Don’t be a dummy,” Jules told the older boy, who didn’t appear to believe her. Jules waited for their instructors to confirm what she already knew.

“Dean, she’s right. You’re one of our first picks, and your parents have approved the mission,” Slate told the boy, and Dean pumped a first in the air.

“Yes!” He glanced at Jules and attempted to rein in his enthusiasm. “Sorry, Ju.”

She waved in a dismissive gesture. “No worries. I’m going to talk to my parents. There’s no way I’m letting you go without me.”

____________

It had been two days since we’d been hijacked in France, but the robbery remained fresh in my mind.

“Should we head home first or meet her on the Horizon?” Mary asked me.

I glanced around the dusty Pyramids, soaking in the subtle differences since the Empress and her team had absconded their posts. They’d left the palace and a few other structures, but their dropships and posted warriors were noticeably absent. It felt strange, almost hollow.

“Dad, are you going to stop those people?” Hugo asked. He was looking around, as if keeping an eye out for another attack. He didn’t remember the Kold attack, when his Nanny-bot had shoved him in the panic room under our old apartment building on Haven. He’d only been three at the time, and since then, he hadn’t had to endure any scary threats. Until two days ago.

He was like a different kid now, more concerned about his surroundings than his video games. I hated to admit it, but I preferred him this way, as long as he was safe.

“We’re going to do our best,” I told him.

“We are? You can bring me, right, Dad?” Hugo asked.

“I don’t think so, kiddo,” I told him, and his expression changed.

“But you always take Jules on missions. Why can’t I go?” he asked.

Mary took this one, thankfully. “Because your sister is older, and she’s been trained for years at the Academy. When you’ve been trained for years, maybe you can help your parents out the odd time.”

“I didn’t think you were into all this stuff, Hugo,” I said, and he stared at me.

“Maybe I changed my mind,” he said, crossing his arms.

“Good for you. But your mother’s right. You aren’t ready to help on this one,” I told him, leading them through the entrance to Giza.

“You didn’t answer me, Dean,” Mary said.

“Let’s go to the Horizon. That’s where we told Jules we’d be,” I said, fighting the urge to be with our girl. I knew she’d been struggling with something lately, but she wasn’t talking to me about it. Mary thought it was girl stuff. She was thirteen, and a lot of things were going on at that age, not to mention the added pressure of having Iskios powers and being an advanced student at the Gatekeepers’ Academy.

Sarlun had done an evaluation, and he suspected she could be a full-fledged Keeper within two years. Thinking back to her being my baby girl, it was hard to imagine, but I needed to let her wings flap so she could fly. She was going to be ready for it far earlier than Mary and I were.

“I want to see Jules,” Hugo said, kicking a loose rock forward. It bounced down the stairs.

“She wants to see you too,” I told him.

“Dad, are you going to be careful?” Hugo asked me.

“With what?”

“With the train robbers,” he said.

“I’m going to be very cautious.”

“Good. I’m not ready to be the man of the house yet,” Hugo said, making Mary choke out a laugh.

She turned to Hugo and set her hands on his shoulders. “Where did you hear that?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t have to worry about that, kiddo. Your old man isn’t going anywhere for a long time,” I said, remembering the older version of myself visiting through the portals. I was nowhere near that old yet, so I had every assurance I was going to be alive for years yet. Hopefully, much longer.

Mary didn’t look at the visits from myself quite the same. She told me that in a universe where I’d sent a powerful entity through a dimensional shifter, and an uber-bad guy forward in time, anything was possible. Unfortunately, I had to agree with her. Maybe those interactions were in my imagination or a projection sent to me from another medium. Only time would tell.

We plodded our way to the portal room, and the walls lit up as we entered, reminding me of my daughter’s eyes. A minute later, we were stepping through the doors on the Horizon, the huge guards previously stationed at Bazarn greeting us.

Seeing them made me think about Rivo Alnod, and I wondered how she was doing. After five years of running Alnod Industries, I’d heard she’d brought the company to paramount levels of success. We hadn’t visited her for over a year, and I knew it was overdue. She was always so busy, and so were we, especially as Earth was expanding once again and Haven was being rebuilt.

Hugo usually ran away from us at this point, heading for the elevator ahead of his parents. Today, he hung close, and it was obvious our interaction with the Restorers had shaken him. I set a hand on his shoulder, silently reassuring him as we walked.

We chatted about trivial things as we wound our way through the familiar ship, making our way to the suite Magnus insisted on leaving empty for us. We stopped at his suite first, knowing he wouldn’t be around. I tapped the console, ringing the bell while Mary took Hugo inside our unit.

The door opened, and Patty stood there, smiling at me. “Uncle Dean!” She hugged me but quickly let go as Maggie barked and jumped up to greet me. I crouched low and stroked her head.

“Hey, Patty. Thanks again for watching her,” I said, seeing Charlie and finally Carey trotting toward us. Seeing my old friend melted my heart, and I stayed crouched, waiting for him to arrive. Magnus injected him with a preserving nano-concoction once a year, but you could only postpone the inevitable so long. He was slow but still looking good.

“No problem, Uncle Dean. Is Jules here yet?” she asked, and I shook my head.

“Not yet.” I turned my attention to the dogs and petted Carey, then Charlie. Carey came over, rolling onto his back after twisting and rubbing as only a cocker spaniel could do. His ears flopped around as he stretched out on the ground. “You’re a good boy, Carey. You too, Charlie.” Maggie had already run past me, heading toward our suite, where she sat waiting to be let in.

“Can you tell her to come see me when she’s in?” Patty asked.

“Sure, Patty. Thanks again.” I stood, my knees cracking slightly. Carey wasn’t the only one getting older.

Patty grinned, and I hoped she wasn’t getting into too much trouble on the ship. Her brother was gone, living on campus at Haven, and her old best friend was rarely around. She must have been lonely.

I headed over to our suite, and Mary was in the entrance, her expression grave.

“What is it?” I asked, worried something terrible had happened.

“Nothing serious, but I forgot where the Horizon was heading,” she said. “It looks like they’ve disembarked at Menocury L05 to help the Gatekeepers arrive sooner.”

She led me to the living room and showed me the video feeds of the planet in the distance. She zoomed it in, seeing a fleet of colony ships in orbit.

“Quite the endeavor, moving an entire world’s population, isn’t it? I’m glad we sat this one out,” I told her. “What are you so upset about?”

“Dean, don’t you remember? The Academy asked us for permission to allow Jules to join the Gatekeepers’ team, and we declined,” she said, and if that didn’t jar my memory, she continued: “Jules will be here any time, and they’ll have told her she can’t go. She’s going to be devastated.”

A door hissed shut down the hallway, and I heard my daughter’s aggressive footsteps coming our way. I swallowed hard. “It sounds like she knows already.”

“This is a touchy one, Dean. Do you want me to handle it?” Mary asked, and I shook my head.

“No. I was the one who convinced you it was a bad idea. I’ll do it,” I said, dreading the interaction.

“Jules, is that you?” Hugo yelled, running to her room ahead of me. It was locked, and he banged on it. “Jules, it’s me… Hugo!”

“Don’t let Papa in, okay?” her voice said through the door, and it slid open. I leaned against the hallway wall, my arms crossed. Hugo entered, and she shut the door, her eyes red and puffy.

This was going to be more difficult than I’d thought.


Four

“Jules, we were attacked on the train. They cut the power, and we had to land, and they arrived in a spaceship with guns, and Dad lied and told them his name was Cliff,” Hugo said.

Jules tried to comprehend the fast-talking boy’s words. “What are you saying? You were attacked?”

He nodded feverishly. “Yes. That’s what I’m saying.”

Jules didn’t want to see her parents yet, but she needed to know what Hugo was going on about. She pressed the door open to see her dad standing there in the same position, patiently waiting for her.

“Come in, Papa,” she told him, finding it difficult to remain angry with him. Seeing him made her happy, even though he’d only been away for a few days. “Why’s Hugo saying you called yourself Cliff?”

“May I sit?” he asked, pointing to the chair at her desk, and she nodded, taking a seat on her bed. Hugo hopped up beside her, his legs irritably kicking back and forth, before climbing off and racing away toward the kitchen.

“Someone attacked your train?” she asked.

“Yes. There appears to be a group of humans calling themselves the Restorers, and they sabotaged our train for the supplies, and apparently the train as well,” her dad said calmly.

“Was anyone hurt? Where’s Mom?” she asked, suddenly worried.

“She’s preparing dinner. Everyone’s fine. So far, they haven’t hurt anyone,” he said.

“What do these Restorers want?” she asked.

“They think technology is the root of evil, so their mission is to stop anyone on Earth from using it.” Papa appeared to think this was impossible, judging by the wry look on his face.

Jules fidgeted with the corner of her pillow. “How do they plan on doing that?”

Her dad set his hands on his knees and leaned forward in the chair. “We have no idea.”

“But you’re going to find out, aren’t you, Papa?”

A smile crept onto his face, and she knew she’d hit the nail on the head. “I’m going to work on it. Safely, mind you.” He always added something about being careful or cautious into his comments, as if she was a sponge, not able to comprehend what he was doing. She didn’t mind, though. Her dad only wanted the best for his family, and she knew it was hard on him to have to think about so many other people’s lives all the time.

Papa felt responsible for all of them. He and Mom were the first people, along with Uncle Zeke, to see Haven in its infancy. They were also the ones who’d stopped the Kraski and Deltra during the initial incursion. The only place neither of her parents felt as much of a bond with was New Spero, but that was because the planet wasn’t directly built through any of their actions.

While they were gone, attempting to prevent an attack from the Bhlat way before they were even married, a woman named Patricia Dalhousie and a man named General Heart had led an expedition to Proxima and, using technology learned from the Kraski and Deltra databases, had built colony ships, space stations, and production drones. It was one of Jules’ favorite stories.

New Spero was where her Uncle Magnus and Auntie Nat lived, and where Dean and Patty had been born. Jules also had fond memories of growing up there when she was a little girl. With each passing year, the recollections dwindled, as if turning from color to black and white. She did recall the Hunter attacking them in their home, and knew that was the main reason they’d moved from that quaint house in the country.

Part of her missed that place, that life, but her parents had given her so many good homes. She did travel to their house on Earth a few times a year, spending happy occasions like Christmas there. It was always special to sleep in the same room as her father had as a child. Jules wished she could have met her grandparents.

All of this flashed through her mind as she sat on the edge of her bed, her dad watching her with a worried expression.

“Jules, is there anything you want to discuss?” Papa asked.

She’d almost forgotten, but the entire betrayal snapped to the forefront of her thoughts. “You told the school I couldn’t go to Menocury L05!”

“Look…”

“No. You look… I’m one of the best candidates they have. I’m at the top of every class, and all of my professors agreed that I should be there. How often is it we’re assisting moving an entire race to another world? This is great experience for me, and if I miss out, I may never see an adventure like this again. It’s safe, Papa,” she said, adding in the keyword he loved to spell out.

Her dad’s face softened. “Honey, I don’t think that with your abilities…”

She glowered, frowning deeply as she came to stand directly in front of him. She felt the energy coursing through her, even though she hadn’t intended to let it seep past her barriers. “They all know about my gifts. What difference does it make?”

“What difference? The students may acknowledge them, but what happens when someone from the outside sees a girl with glowing green eyes hovering in the air?”

“I won’t let anything happen to myself. And I’ll be there with Uncle Slate. He wouldn’t let anyone hurt me either,” Jules told him, and the power crept back behind the walls she’d erected in her mind.

Her dad stared at her, and she could tell he was on the brink of a decision. She hadn’t actually expected to change his mind, but she knew she was close. She needed to lay it on thick.

“Papa.” She averted her gaze, staring at the ground. “I only want to help the Nirzu with their transition. I can also assist the other students, and if anything should occur to endanger anyone, I can protect them.”

She felt like using Slate’s name was selling her case, so she added, “Uncle Zeke told me he was disappointed I wasn’t tagging along.”

Her dad let out a cheek full of air. “Fine. You can go. But don’t think I’m not onto you, using that look and Slate like ammo against me. I’m not sure I’m ready for this level of manipulation.” He pulled her close, squeezing her in a hug. Jules hugged her dad back. When it was clear he was never going to let go, she dropped her hands and tried to wriggle free.

He relented, stepping toward the door. “I’ll tell Mom the news. She’s going to blame me, and I’ll take the heat on this one, Jules, but I do have one question for you.”

“Anything,” she said. She was so thrilled to be going on the expedition, but she attempted to remain calm.

“Are you still having any issues with the abilities coming and going?” he asked softly.

Jules froze, not wanting to give herself away. She thought about waking up outside a few times, or the barrier not quite holding her abilities at bay when she was too excited. It wasn’t as if they were failing her, so she didn’t really see what the issue was. “No issues, Papa. All clear,” she lied, feeling sick in the pit of her stomach at not coming clean with her dad.

“Good. Dinner will be ready in twenty. Patty was looking for you. I know you guys don’t see each other much, but I think she misses you, Jules. Can you try to spend some time with her this weekend?” her dad asked.

Jules said she would, and her dad shut the door behind him, leaving her alone in her room. She slumped to the bed, arms spread as wide as her smile. She was going to Menocury with the team of Gatekeepers!

____________

I walked the familiar halls, full from dinner, but happy for the exercise. The bridge was where it always was, and the guards let me past without preamble. It felt good to be on the Horizon. I’d visited far too infrequently over the years, and since there was a portal on board, making traveling to and from the starship so simple, I didn’t really have an excuse.

I told myself that everyone was busy with life, and that was true, but part of me didn’t want to be reminded of the adventure and excitement I was missing out on. Instead, I was living on Haven while Mary headed the Board of the Alliance of Worlds, and Jules attended the Academy. My trips to see the Terran sites on New Spero were more of a tradition at this point, as I had no real say there, and Paul had been doing a spectacular job on Earth since the Empress had left.

All of this left me with nothing of consequence to do most days, and it was wearing on me. At the same time, I was thrilled to be home each night with my family, watching the children develop around me. They were growing so fast, and I was struggling a bit to keep up with their changing personalities.

I found Magnus where I expected him: in the captain’s chair. The bridge seemed different with Slate and Loweck missing, and Suma was noticeably absent as well, all three of them having opted to teach at the Academy after their first term on board the starship.

Magnus had taken it well, and admitted he was happy with his newest crew. I saw Walo at the edge of the bridge, standing at a wall of screens, tapping away at one of them. She’d replaced Loweck as the head of security, and where there was Walo, there was Sergo. He sat in the pilot’s seat, and as soon as I stepped on the hard ground, my boots announcing my arrival, the Padlog man jumped to his feet, racing over to greet me.

“Parker! Buddy, why didn’t you tell us you were coming?” Sergo asked. The two of us had been through a lot, and I didn’t trust the thief one hundred percent, but his actions on Haven during the Kold attack had done a lot for his stock with me. Without his help, Hugo might never have made it out of our condo complex alive.

“I told some people I was coming. I must have ‘forgotten’ to let you know.” I smirked as I used air quotes around the word.

He buzzed in frustration. “One day you and I will be good friends, mark my word, Parker.”

“Dean, welcome to the Horizon,” Magnus said, staying in his seat. He motioned to the empty commander’s chair beside him, and I obliged, sitting in it.

“Still no commander?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I don’t mind.”

He’d gone through an endless rotation since Slate had left his post, including a Bhlat, a Keppe, and even an Inlorian, but none of them had seen eye-to-eye with his standards or procedural structure. Magnus was a strong-willed man and appeared to be even more so as he aged.

I noted how much more gray had crept into my old friend’s hair. I always pictured him as the young man I’d met on that gravel road in South America so long ago. I knew for a fact I didn’t look the same now either.

“The spot may be holding out for someone in particular,” Magnus said quietly as he nudged me with an elbow.

“Sure. Why don’t I ask Mary if I can play spaceship for a few years while she runs the Alliance and makes sure Hugo has the crusts cut off his sandwich?” I said with a laugh.

“You do know she could commute, right?” Magnus asked.

“From here to Haven each day?”

“Sure, why not? What’s a trip through the portal, then a lander, going to take? Thirty minutes? That’s better than the old days of commuting to the day job, isn’t it?” Magnus asked, and he had a point. Maybe a change would be good.

“That would mean Jules would have to stay on campus,” I said, not willing to miss spending time with her each evening.

“Dean does it,” Magnus reminded me. “Kids are resilient, and we see him every weekend. It’s two days of packed family time. The kid hates it.”

I nodded, sure that very few sixteen-year-olds wanted to be bombarded by family game nights. “He’ll grow out of it,” I assured him.

“Keep telling yourself that. Yours is even younger. And don’t get me started on Patty,” Magnus said.

“Why?” I asked.

“She’s all over the map. No ambition in classes, sneaking out at night, as if I don’t have eyes all over this place.” Magnus sunk into his chair. “She’s seeing a boy, Dean. A boy. You know the kind? Dopey eyes, sticky hands, and no life prospects.”

“Isn’t that most teenage boys?” I asked, receiving a nod in return.

“You bet. Maybe Jules can talk some sense into her. She always listened to your girl, even though Jules is younger.” Magnus turned to look at me. “That’s a kid you can be proud of. She’s going to be a real leader, Dean. Maybe I’ll save this seat for her.”

He chuckled, but I guessed he was only half-joking. “I think she has bigger ambitions, and I can’t decide if that’s a good thing or not,” I admitted.

The huge viewscreen showed a planet in the center, and I spotted three colony ships still in orbit. “How’s the evacuation going?”

Magnus smiled. “So far so good. We haven’t been involved at all, since we only just arrived.”

“Are you okay with being used like this?” I asked. Magnus had had to pause his exploration mission to come to Menocury, so the Gatekeepers could arrive more easily through his ship’s portal.

“Sure. Isn’t that what all this is about? The Gatekeepers are part of our Alliance of Worlds, and the Horizon is our flagship. Not to mention, the only one with a portal on board,” Magnus said.

“How are the other starships coming along?” I asked.

“Gazer and Spear have really expanded our research, and are progressing fast. Light is almost done with construction on Shimmal. It’s a different look than the others. Sarlun oversaw the construction and added a few new twists to the Keppe design. I’m looking forward to visiting. When we head to Shimmal next week, you should come,” he said.

I nodded absently, staring at the viewscreen. It was hard to imagine this planet needed to be evacuated. From here, it looked vibrant. “So is this like a Noah’s ark-type thing?” I asked.

“As in, are they taking two of each animal and insect?” Magnus asked. “I know they’re bringing animals, but only select ones. You know how scientists used to say that our society would fall apart if the gnat died, or something like that?”

“I don’t think it was a gnat.”

“You know what I’m saying. Well, the new planet already has a balanced ecosystem, so the Nirzu had to be careful about what came along with them, if that makes sense,” Magnus told me.

“It does.” I hoped allowing Jules to join the final Gatekeepers expedition was a good idea. I couldn’t really see what issues they’d encounter on the world that they wouldn’t be able to handle. “Dean is going to the surface, right?”

Magnus stood up and stretched. “Of course he is. He’s my boy, after all.”

Mary hadn’t been very thrilled that I’d told Jules she could go. But Jules was so happy at dinner time, more excited than either of us had seen her in ages, so the argument I’d expected never happened. At least, not yet.

“Then he can look after Jules for me,” I said.

“Damn right he can. Believe me, Nat’s constantly telling him to watch out for your girl, not that she needs his protection. But he’ll be there for her. It’s not like it takes much convincing him. She’s like a little sister to him. He’d do anything for her,” Magnus said.

I knew that much. I’d seen it in Dean’s eyes since they were little kids.

“I’m going to be away for a while, Mag,” I told him.

“What do you mean?”

I explained what had happened with the Restorers on Earth, and it was obvious Magnus was getting more and more upset at the news.

“Who the hell do they think they are?” he eventually barked. The entire bridge crew stared at us, snapping out of the work they’d been doing. He lifted a hand. “Back at it. Dean, follow me.” He led me to his office and motioned for me to have a seat. “Scotch?” he asked, and I shook my head. He sat at his desk empty-handed, still frowning. “I mean, if they want to live like barbarians, let them, but why do they have to force their ideologies on everyone else?”

“That’s a good question. We don’t know much about them, but that’s where I come in. I’m going to infiltrate their organization,” I told him. Saying it out loud sounded even more preposterous than thinking about it.

“What?” Magnus’ eyes opened fully. “You can’t be serious.”

“Dead serious.”

“What, you’re going to walk in and tell them you want to join their group?”

“Something like that,” I said. I didn’t have the details ironed out yet, but we were guessing their home base was in Europe. France or Spain would be a good place to start.

“This is insane, Dean. I don’t like it. I should go with you,” he said.

I laughed, looking around his neat office. “Don’t you… I don’t know… have something to do?”

He shook his head. “We’re here for a few weeks while the evacuation protocol is seen to. The Horizon doesn’t need a captain for that.”

I considered this. Maybe having a guy like Magnus at my side wouldn’t be such a bad idea. Slate was busy with the Academy and leading the surface team on Menocury L05, so having Magnus with me would be helpful. Plus, he was Scandinavian and spoke a few languages even before we learned about aliens. He was far more familiar with Europe than I was, having been on countless mercenary missions, mostly secretly, over the years.

“In that case, welcome to the Restorers,” I said, jutting my hand out. He clasped it, pumping it twice.

“Do you mind telling my wife?” Magnus asked without mirth, and it was my turn to laugh.


Five

Patty led Jules into the courtyard. The plants had grown even wilder but were trimmed so you could walk under them.

“You sure that’s what you want to wear?” Patty asked her, eyeing Jules’ jeans and t-shirt.

Jules didn’t know how to respond. Patty was wearing tights and a blouse with the top button undone. Her parents wouldn’t approve. “I’m fine,” she told Patty.

“Okay, but you’re always such a prude,” Patty told her, and Jules wished she’d stayed home. Mom and Hugo were going to watch a movie while Papa caught up with Uncle Magnus. Jules and Patty had grown apart over the years since Patty had been pulled from the Academy.

Jules missed the way it used to be, but as time went on, Patty seemed to focus on all the things Jules didn’t care about. She wasn’t ready to date boys or worry about what earrings matched her shirt. Jules was too focused on her training, but Patty had no such ambitions.

Jules saw the boys at the table outside the café, and she nearly stopped in her tracks to turn around. Patty grabbed her arm. “What are you doing?”

“You said it was only going to be us. That we could catch up,” Jules said between clenched teeth. This was just like Patty.

“Lame. Like that would be any fun. Come on, enjoy yourself for once.” Patty dragged her across the courtyard. It was quiet there in this off hour. The day crew would be tucked away in bed for the night, the night crew a couple of hours into their shifts.

There were a few people milling about. A Bhlat couple convened near the waterfall, talking in close proximity. An Inlorian sat at a table, staring at a tablet as they walked by. Jules gave her a slight wave, and the female lifted two arms in their standard greeting.

Jules had no problem hanging out with boys at school, and they often talked about their classes and what professors they liked or disliked, but something gnawed at the pit of her stomach.

“Carl and Bryan, this is Jules,” Patty told the boys. The boys were around the same age as them, maybe a year or two older, and suddenly, Jules wanted to be anywhere but here. Her abilities began to flare up, her walls unable to hold the power away. She closed her eyes, placing a hand over her face.

“Jules, what are you doing?” Patty asked. “You’re embarrassing me.”

“Nice to meet you. I have to go,” Jules said. “I’m not feeling well.” She ran from the table, hearing a chair clatter away as one of the boys stood in shock. Patty called after her, but Jules kept going. She wasn’t ready for whatever it was Patty wanted. She didn’t want to date boys or wear unbuttoned blouses.

She didn’t stop until she was home, and she leaned against their suite door, feeling like a fool for racing away like that. Patty would never let her live it down. But did that really matter? She and Patty were so different, and this was a defining moment she didn’t think they’d ever return from.

Jules attempted to compose herself, wiping the tear streaks from her cheeks and shaking her head to clear the cobwebs. “You’re fine,” she told herself, and entered the suite, her powers subsiding as she stepped through the doors.

The sounds of the television carried through the hall, and she kicked off her shoes, making for the living room. Papa was there, and he glanced over, giving her a knowing smile. He patted the couch beside him, and she crossed the room, feeling the questioning stare from her mother. No one said a word, though.

Her dad passed part of his blanket over and held a bowl of popcorn out to her. She grinned at him, taking a handful. Here she was safe from persecution, and she was grateful for it.

It was only Friday, and she couldn’t wait for the team to arrive so they could get on with the mission. Jules wasn’t sure she’d be able to see Patty again after her actions tonight.

____________

Everyone was gathered in Horizon’s meeting room, and for the first time in years, we had an important event to discuss. We’d managed the years since the Kold attack in relative peace, but that had been broken when our hovertrain had been hijacked.

“Thank you for including me, Dean,” Sarlun said, his snout wagging back and forth.

“You know how much we value your opinion, Sarlun. We’re also going to make it over to Shimmal when this is all settled, and see the new starship,” I told him. Suma sat beside her father. It was hard to believe they were the same people we’d met years ago, when Suma was a teenager herself. She was so smart and headstrong. Jules reminded me a lot of Suma at that age.

“We’d all appreciate that very much. Perhaps your family would like to use our vacation property again?” he offered.

Mary winked at me, and I had to laugh. It was the same spot where we’d honeymooned. “I think we’d be happy to take you up on that,” I told him.

Magnus sat beside his wife, who’d worn a frown since she’d entered the room. I hadn’t found an opportunity to talk to Nat privately yet, and I knew she was probably blaming me for Magnus wanting to come to Earth to assist with the Restorer mission.

“It’s been a while since we were on board,” Paul said. His wife Sammy was next to him, chatting quietly with Suma.

“How do you like it?” Magnus asked the colony leader.

Paul shrugged. “I prefer the sunlight on my face in the mornings.”

“Fair enough,” Mag said.

“Speaking of sunlight on your face, let’s get to business,” I said. “Earth has seen a few years of peace since the Bhlat returned her to us, and since we removed all of the potentially dangerous Kold from its surface. But that time seems to be at an end.”

Slate entered the room, wiping his forehead with the back of his arm. He was sweating, and Loweck was right behind him, appearing fully rested and relaxed.

“Sorry, everyone. We stopped for a workout and lost track of time.” He pulled a chair out for his wife, and Loweck accepted it. Slate poured himself a glass of water and downed it before refilling it and taking a seat himself. “What’d we miss?”

“I was telling everyone that Earth has a new threat.”

Slate’s face went through the expected expressions, starting with shock and ending with anger. “Who the hell is trying to mess with us now?”

“Humans,” I told him.

Loweck leaned forward, arms resting on the table. “I’m sorry? Humans? Another look-alike kind of thing?”

“No. Real humans.” I stood, walking to the end of the table. “They call themselves the Restorers. We had an altercation with them in France.”

“What happened?” Sarlun asked.

“They sabotaged our hovertrain and arrived in a modified Bhlat dropship, taking the train at gunpoint. It was like something out of the Wild West, only with flying trains and no horses,” Mary told them. The reference was lost on the aliens in the room.

“What did they want with the train?” Natalia asked, her hard stare meeting my gaze.

“We don’t know,” Paul answered.

“What’s with their name? What are they trying to restore? A sixty-nine Chevelle?” Slate asked with a laugh at his own joke. No one joined him.

I steepled my fingers, trying to be as blunt as I could. “They blame technology for our downfall. They claim it was ruining our world before the Event, and it’s doing the same now. They want an Earth without technology. Pre-Industrial Revolution.”

“So they want to live in cabins, hunting game and growing carrots in the backyard?” Slate asked.

“Something like that,” I said.

“How are they going to do that?” Natalia asked.

“That’s what we don’t know. From the rumblings Paul’s heard around the world, the Restorers are growing braver, making themselves known to the general population. Paul, can you explain this in more detail?” I motioned to him, and Paul stood at the table, resting his hands on the top of his chair.

“At first, we thought they were nothing more than people who didn’t want to be in the colony life. Those who preferred the country to our cities. We’ve molded them after the Terran sites on New Spero, and they’re full of glass buildings with streets, hovercars, and industry. There will always be those that prefer the company of starlight and crickets at night to light pollution and the press of people.

“We were okay with it, with the understanding that they stayed out of our way and we remained out of theirs. We’ve even offered to assist some of the rogue colonies with food and supplies, but have always been rebuked. Now we understand why.

“These groups are linked with the Restorers, who’ve been spreading their political platform around the world. It appears the groups are buying in, which has inevitably created an army,” Paul said.

“If they don’t like technology, what can they really do?” Slate asked.

“They’re using it as a means to an end, or so they told me. I suspect when they get their way, they’ll dispose of it, or keep their weapons under lock and key until they should need them again,” I told them.

“Kind of hypocritical, isn’t it?” Suma asked.

“I agree, but they’re passionate about their cause, which leads me to believe we have to take this threat seriously,” I advised.

“Is this a knee-jerk reaction, Dean? What if they’d hijacked a different train that you and the family weren’t on? Would you be putting your energy on this?” Natalia asked, making a solid point. She was playing devil’s advocate, and rightfully so, since her husband had told her he was joining me on my mission.

“I couldn’t tell you, Nat, but I do think we need to nip this in the bud before they grow stronger. I have a feeling they’ll stop at nothing to meet their goal. I could see the fervor in their eyes,” I said.

“What’s the plan?” Sarlun asked.

“Magnus and I will head to Earth, move to Spain, and begin our quest to locate their head office, which we think is either there or in Italy,” I said.

“Why are they located in Europe?” Nat asked.

“We don’t know. Paul thinks it has something to do with Old World living. Italy was already a thriving society far before the revolution, and still was at the Event. Their infrastructure lasts for centuries, and there’d be a lot of sustainable villages with proper growing conditions there. But part of it’s a blend of a hunch and rumors.” I hated going in with such little information, but I didn’t feel like we had much of a choice. If we banged on too many doors demanding answers, we’d blow our chance at infiltrating their enclave.

“This could be big,” Magnus said. “Once we gather the intel we need, which boils down to their plan, we escape and, with everyone’s assistance, we stop them.”

“Shouldn’t Jules be joining you?” Slate asked.

I shook my head. “She’s been having some issues lately, as you know, which she claims are under control, but I’d prefer not risking it under cover. What would happen if we were among the Restorers and her eyes began glowing bright green? I think we’d have some questions that we couldn’t answer.”

Mary tapped the table. “Plus, we’ve decided to allow Jules to join you on Menocury.”

Suma’s snout whipped to the side. “You have? I thought she wasn’t coming.”

“We’ve changed our minds. She’s deserving of the opportunity, isn’t she?” I asked Slate, who nodded.

“She sure is, plus I can tell she’s growing bored of classes again. That girl was born for adventure,” Slate told us.

“Promise to keep the adventure to a safe minimum, and keep a close eye on her for us,” Mary said.

“What could go wrong? The evacuation is nearly completed,” Suma said.

“Something can always go wrong, Suma,” I said quietly.

“When are you going?” Sarlun asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“I wish you’d reconsider,” Nat told me, but I felt the words were meant for her husband.

“With any luck, we’ll only be gone for a few days,” I said, not believing my own words.

Nat placed her hand on Magnus’ big paw and patted it. “You may borrow my husband, and the captain of Horizon, but you’d better return him in one piece, for the sake of his children, myself, and the crew. Magnus, you’re not the same free-wheeling young mercenary you once were. Remember that.”

Magnus gave a gruff nod. “I know, my dear. I will return with the enemy vanquished and celebrate with a cup of mead. Isn’t that right, Dean?”

“Whatever you say.”

Slate stopped me as the room began emptying out. “Maybe I should go instead.”

“I need you to watch over my daughter. Be to her what you’ve always been to me, Slate.”

He appeared ready to argue with me over this, but stopped himself. “I’ll make sure nothing happens to her.”


Six

Jules felt nervous energy coursing through her. It was nothing like the Iskios powers. This was the polar opposite, the kind of energy that left you feeling weak and unsure of yourself. She let a dribble of her powers through her barrier; the remnants of a long dead race pumped through her veins with her rapid heartbeats while she pressed her eyelids closed.

Once it reached her toes and fingertips, she was reassured once again. There was nothing to worry about here. She was only going to the surface of a safe and stable planet to confirm the entire Nirzu population had been transported to their new home aboard the massive colony ships still in orbit. There were only two of the vessels remaining, and they were rapidly filling up with the local population.

“Is everyone ready?” Suma asked the gathered classmates, and they all said yes in a messy chorus.

“Good, then please line up. Seniors at the rear, freshman at the forefront,” Slate said.

Jules was young for a freshman, but she was in that category, the only student under fifteen years old allowed on this academic excursion.

“I’m glad you could make it,” a voice behind her said, and she turned to see Dean behind her. His hair was shorter, no longer falling in his face every few seconds, and she thought his eyes were all the brighter and more aware now.

“So am I. I heard your dad and mine are heading out today on their own mission,” Jules said, trying not to worry about Papa and Uncle Magnus too much.

“Who knew the old guys had fuel left in their tanks?” Dean said with a sideways grin, and Jules laughed at his choice of words.

She never thought of her dad as being an old guy, but she guessed he was. “He’s not as old as your dad, so the captain may have a hard time keeping up,” she joked with Dean.

He chuckled at that. “If you can believe it, there was a time your dad needed his help a lot. I’m glad they’re able to spend some time together. You should hear how often Dad drones on about the good old days when Dean and Mary and he and Mom were racing around the galaxy saving the world.”

“Tell me about it,” Jules said. “I’ve heard my fair share of that.”

“Don’t forget Uncle Zeke in your memoirs,” Slate said as he stepped from the dropship’s entrance. He was in full armor, a pulse rifle strapped to his back. His treads were heavy as he neared them, and Jules thought that for such a kind man, he cut an imposing figure. She was glad to be on the same side as him.

“How could we ever forget the memorable and cherished Slate?” Dean asked. “Even my dad thinks the world of you, though he thinks you’re a kid, which I don’t understand because you’re like… ancient.”

Jules was enjoying this new side of Dean. He was in good spirits, so much more talkative than normal. Maybe the idea of a planetside mission was enough to break him from the funk he always seemed to be stuck in.

“Ancient… jeez, kid. As if I didn’t take enough lumps from your dad, now you too?” Slate threw a light punch at Dean, who took it without flinching.

“Good, everyone is lined up.” Suma walked across the hangar floor, making notes on a tablet. She was taking charge of the operation, and Loweck entered, nodding to Suma. She was armed as well, coming to stand next to her mate. Jules considered them a great power couple, and could see the affection emanating off her uncle every time the orange-hued woman stepped near him.

Jules glanced at Dean, who averted his eyes, staring at his feet as they started to shuffle in line onto the dropship.

“Could you imagine having to leave your planet like this?” Jules asked him.

“It’s happened many times, even on Earth. Remember the lessons? When Patrice Dalhousie led half of Earth away to New Spero? What a time to live in. I’m glad we’re living in the here and now,” Dean said.

“Or when the rest of Earth had to be evacuated because of the Bhlat attack.” Jules said this quietly, not wanting to draw attention to the few Bhlat Gatekeeper students on board with them.

She took a seat beside Dean and strapped herself into the bench. Dean leaned over, tugging on her strapping to confirm it was secure. She gave a small smile of gratitude. She wondered how much of Dean’s actions were protective because he saw her like a sister. Maybe, now that she was growing older and they were in the same classes… but she dismissed the thought. There was enough to worry about.

Soon everyone was filed onto the dropship, and Suma started giving instructions to the cadets. There were twenty of them in total, some of whose names Jules couldn’t remember. They were older ones she’d never had the pleasure of meeting. The ship was full of Bhlat, Inlorians, Shimmali, humans, Keppe, and a Molariun, as well as two Padlogs. It was a scattering of the Alliance members, and the fact wasn’t lost on Jules. She wondered if they were the best of the best, or if the Academy was choosing the mission members for more political reasons.

Either way, she was happy to be among them. The ship took off from the hangar, passing through the energy field and into space. She couldn’t see this, being strapped to a metal bench inside the dropship, but she pictured their flight from the Horizon toward the planet below.

Her father was leaving through the portal with Magnus, and she wished she could have spent more time with him before they split up. With her school schedule, they hadn’t made enough time for adventures, just the two of them. Jules missed the days when he’d take her for ice cream alone, without Hugo tagging along.

Or the excursions to Earth, where they’d head to his old home, ride horses, and read books under the old family oak trees. She promised herself that when her dad had stopped the Restorers and she was returned to the Academy, that she’d ask him for a special weekend away, only the two of them.

“Are we going to meet any of the Nirzu?” the petite blue girl across from Jules asked her.

“I think I overheard Suma telling Slate there was a group below that we were convening with,” Dean said. “This your first trip in a dropship, Kira?”

“It is,” Kira said. Her white eyes blinked a few times. Even to Jules, the Molariuns were tiny. The ship jostled slightly, and the girl let out a brief whimper.

“You’ll be fine. This is nothing. Right, Jules?” Dean asked.

“Totally. You should try it without the ship,” Jules said, meaning it as a joke, but the girl turned a paler blue.

“We’ll be on the surface in five minutes, team,” Suma called from the end of the bench.

“Do you think we’ll be able to fire any weapons?” Canni asked from a few seats over. He leaned forward, stretching the straps around his chest.

“Why would we fire any weapons?” Jules asked the boy. He was now in his junior year and even larger than before. He was smart but always seemed more interested in blowing things up than figuring out solutions to problems. Most of the Keppe Jules had known were warriors, but her mom had told her stories about others like Admiral Yope and Kimtra, who were far more than brutes.

“I thought… empty world. Why not fire some pulse cannons or something?” Canni said before leaning into the bench as the ship shook again, this time with a little more ferocity.

A minute later, it settled to the ground, and the rear hatch hissed open, the steps unfolding away from the body of the dropship. A crisp breeze rushed inside, instantly cooling the forming beads of sweat on Jules’ face. They each unstrapped, Canni becoming stuck in his. Jules stepped over the feet of a Bhlat girl beside her and untangled the Keppe boy’s restraints.

“Thanks, Ju.” He stood two heads over Jules, and she shrank away from him in the confined space, feeling the need to be outside. She rushed past Dean as power coursed into her fingertips.

“No no no no,” she muttered to herself, trying to will the unexpected surge of energy inside her. She needed to figure out how to control it better, but there was no one she could discuss it with. If she told Papa or her mother, they wouldn’t let her out of their sight. Maybe she’d be able to confide in Suma, but the woman was her professor, and busy trying to lead the Academy mission.

Jules left her eyes closed to a slit, and she rounded the dropship, leaning against the far hull. It was warm to the touch. “Go away,” she told her powers, and she felt them subside, returning to somewhere deep within her.

“Jules!” It was Uncle Zeke.

“Over here!” she said.

“What are you doing running off the second we land?” he asked her, his voice stern.

“I thought I saw an animal. It was nothing. I guess I was mistaken,” she lied. Jules hated fibbing to her uncle, but now wasn’t the time to admit her powers were chaotic. She’d be sent home in a flash.

“Next time you think you see an animal, tell Suma,” he said firmly, and she nodded along: a silent promise to behave.

Jules scanned the region for the first time, and was amazed at how foreign it felt. Most of the worlds she’d visited felt like home in some way, but there was something about this planet that was different. Even from here, she sensed the distant star was waning, as if the threat of extinction was palpable. There were tall, thin trees lining the bare patch of soil, all leafless and skeletal. The dirt wasn’t black and nutrient rich; it was brown, with almost a rusty red color mixed in.

She took a deep breath, and everything smelled rotten but dry at the same time. It was an odd sensation. There were no clouds in the sky at the moment, revealing a pale blue expanse. She peered behind her, catching sight of the city beyond.

“Quite the place,” Dean said from her side.

“I suppose,” she replied, taking in the stretching skyscrapers. They were thin like the trees, with artificial limbs sticking out from the structures. She’d never seen someone imitate a tree in a high-rise before, and wondered at the engineering integrity necessary to keep them upright.

“Greetings, Academy.” The voice drew her attention again.

“Where did they come from?” Dean whispered, seeing the group of ten or so local Nirzu appearing from the treeline.

The leader spoke in English, and Jules assumed she’d had the modification surgery to speak with the Alliance during their evacuation.

“Hello. You must be Senator Wylain,” Suma said.

“Yes, and you are Suma from the renowned Academy. We are thankful for your assistance in our departure from our home.” The woman was tall and thin, like everything appeared to be on Menocury L05. Her skin was dark green, her eyes bright white, her head bald and ridged over the brow.

“We’re thankful to be here as well, and to assist as necessary,” Suma said, replying with the same speech intonation as the Nirzu leader.

Jules and the other Academy students were left to the side while the Nirzu spoke with Slate, Loweck, and Suma for a few minutes.

“Do you think we’ll visit the city?” Kira asked excitedly.

“Yeah, maybe we’ll be allowed to blow it up!” Canni said, and Dean rolled his eyes.

“I doubt that. But I’d like to see their homes,” Dean said.

“So would I.” Jules had always found other races fascinating. Seeing the other Alliance members at school was one thing, but to visit their homes and see how they lived when the doors were closed had always intrigued her. When she’d learned that the Inlorians rarely wore clothing inside their private homes, she’d had a hard time not laughing every time one of her Inlor classmates talked to her.

Slate arrived, calm and collected. That was a good sign to Jules. “Everyone, gather your packs. We’re heading to the city for the night. Tomorrow, we begin the first steps of our mission.”

The city was only a mile away, and Jules began marching with the other students. They chatted among each other, but Jules was distracted. Something was pressing against the inside of her mind, and she was fighting to maintain the barrier.

“I’ll catch up. I have a rock in my boot,” she lied again, and crouched to the ground, unable to stop her powers from leaking through. This was getting worrisome. She let it fill her, and a sensation flooded her mind.

She peered to the distance, toward the tugging desperation that seemed to resonate from beyond a mountain range. Something was calling to her. Someone, perhaps. It was a powerful feeling, an urge unlike any she’d felt pull at her before.

Jules was here for a reason. She needed to help.


Seven

Magnus seemed different out of his uniform. He’d rarely worn anything else over the last few years, at least while on board the Horizon, which was pretty much where he resided. He had stubble covering his face, trying to play the part of a rogue traveler, and wore an old pair of jeans, a short-sleeved white button-up that had seen better days, and a black vest, complete with some hidden surprises in concealed pockets.

I was dressed in a similar style: worn but comfortable boots, jeans, a thin long-sleeved shirt, and sunglasses to keep the glare from my eyes as we set out to traverse the northern region of Spain. We had to be as inconspicuous as possible, but that was going to be difficult. Magnus was a good five inches taller than I was, twice as wide, and in great shape, considering his age.

“When was the last time we were on Earth at the same time?” I asked him as we stepped away from the lander.

“No idea. Maybe when you had that party at the house?” Magnus said.

“Jeez. That can’t be right. Jules wasn’t even two then.”

“Maybe it’s not. The years have flown by, my friend. Can you believe Dean is sixteen?” Magnus asked.

I shook my head. “I can’t. I remember arriving after you thought we were lost, and seeing the tiny boy clutching Nat’s leg, and you introducing us to little Dean. It was an honor to share a name with your firstborn, Mag.”

“You do know I wouldn’t have named him that if I’d known you were alive, right?” He threw a light punch at my shoulder.

“Believe me, I know. You’ve mentioned it at least once a year,” I told him. “And Patty. Patrice would have loved that.”

We were set near the French border, within ten miles of a suspected Restorer camp. It was spring here, and already warmer than I was expecting. The sun was high in the sky as the lander moved away, sticking to the treeline to remain out of sight.

“Do you think Patrice would have liked the way things happened?” Magnus asked.

It was strange to think about it. Patrice had been the president, and even though she’d eventually rebuked the title as she headed to New Spero, she’d always remained our leader until the day she died aboard the Bhlat vessel, under the orders of General Blel.

“I think so. Imagine if she saw New Spero the way it is now. So many Terran cities, each nearly self-contained. Our Alliance of Worlds. She would have loved to collaborate on that board. I can picture her negotiating with petitioning members, her hard-nosed professional jargon… I miss her, Magnus,” I admitted. I didn’t always talk about it, but there was a long list of people I missed, some from before the Event, others after. Time pressed on, but the affection we had for the fallen was frozen in space.

“Are you thinking of Terrance?” Magnus asked.

The battle for Haven and the Academy had been over for five years already, and there were many nights when I woke in a cold sweat, picturing his smiling face as the bullet entered his head. If only I could have…I stopped myself. I couldn’t do that any longer. “Nope,” I lied, not wanting to discuss it.

“I wish Leslie would take the position on the Horizon already,” Magnus said.

“Is that why you have an empty chair on the bridge?” I asked him.

“You always were perceptive.”

“Have you asked her to fill it?”

He nodded slowly. “I asked her to join the crew a few years ago. She said she wasn’t ready.”

“She’s been doing better. I suggest asking again. Be clear you want her for your commander. I think she’ll have a hard time turning it down. It’ll do her some good to be around friends, and maybe she can stop obsessing over her garden,” I said.

“There are worse things she could be doing with her grief,” Magnus said.

“And you were always wise. Like a stubborn old owl,” I told him with a smirk.

Magnus took a deep breath. “This is going to be fun, isn’t it?”

I took in our surroundings. Spain was a gorgeous country, and we were a good one hundred miles outside of Barcelona. The village was run-down, obviously not inhabited for a long time. Grass and saplings sprouted through the streets, and I stepped around some as we walked into the town.

To my left was an old farmhouse, complete with barn and overgrown crops. Freshly-hatched insects buzzed around our faces, and Magnus swiped at them with a hand. Dead power lines still stood, the wood half-rotten on most of the poles.

A string of black birds, likely crows, watched us from a wire, cawing in alarm at our presence. I suspected they didn’t see many humans any longer.

“It’s eerie being here,” Magnus said.

“But kind of refreshing too, right?”

“What do you really think about these guys? Are they the real deal?” Magnus asked.

“I think so. I get the feeling the Restorers have something big up their sleeves. I think Paul and the others could handle the odd attack, even learn to barter with them, but it was something Frasier had said to me. ‘It won’t be long, Cliff. Don’t you worry’.”

“Who the hell is Cliff?” Magnus asked.

“Me.” He stared at me blankly. “Sorry. I didn’t think it was a bright idea to tell this Frasier character I was Dean Parker. That might not have ended so calmly.”

“Good call. What did he mean by that statement?”

I kicked a rock as we walked. It bounced across the gravel street, shooting up dust. “I can’t know for sure, but it had a sense of finality to it. I think they’re going to do something rash.”

“Hmmm. If they have enough people, they could storm a city, but that wouldn’t really accomplish much. Not in terms of creating a world with no technology,” Magnus said.

“I know. It’s going to be a tough one to figure out, but that’s why we’re here. You have your back story memorized, right?” I asked him.

“You bet.” Magnus’ voice changed, his Norwegian descent coming through even more as he laid it on thick. “I’m Markus Nilsson. Pleasure to meet you, Don Larson,” he said.

I laughed at his accent. “It’s going to be hard to keep a straight face beside that.”

“Fine, I’ll tone it down.” Magnus was pulling at his hair. “Maybe I should have dyed my hair bright red.”

“Don Larson. Is it too generic?” I asked.

“It’s perfectly inconspicuous.” Magnus pulled an apple from somewhere and tossed it to me, finding another for himself. He took a loud bite, talking with his mouth full. “You really think they’ll let us walk in and join them?”

I shrugged. “Paul does have a guy on the inside in the States, and he did just that. Unfortunately, it sounds like they’re only out there living like the Amish, erecting barns and milking cows. They don’t appear to know anything about the master plans.”

“And why would they tell us where the head honchos are located?” Magnus asked.

“Because we’re going to show our value. And sell our stories,” I added with a wink.

We kept moving, our shadows growing longer as we traveled by foot, ever toward the target village in the middle of nowhere Spain. We stopped briefly, resting along a wooden fence and drinking heavily from our canteens before continuing.

We’d made nine miles by Magnus’ estimation before we heard the crunch of someone’s boots on the gravel behind us. We were a fair distance from the town we’d strolled through and had only passed a few villas along the ruddy road. At the moment, I could faintly see the outline of a distant home along the rolling hills of northern Spain.

Magnus reached into the air first, and I followed suit. I turned around, taking my friend’s lead. He’d been in more situations like this than I had, at least on Earth, and I was happy to play his sidekick for this one.

“¿Quién eres tú?” the voice said choppily.

“English?” Magnus asked.

“Who are you?” The woman wasn’t young, maybe mid-fifties, and her skin was tanned a dark brown, her hair long and starting to gray. Natural. She was lean and strong.

“Some guys looking to make a difference,” Magnus said, his accent a little forced. When he spoke again, he reined it in. “I heard you could help us with that.”

“Is that so?” she asked, her English close to perfect. “I highly doubt anyone knows who I am. Names.”

I spotted a man behind the bushes ahead, and glanced to the other side, seeing another woman. They were armed.

“Why don’t you ask your friends to come out, and we can have a friendly conversation?” I asked, not wanting a trigger-happy Restorer to end our trip before it began.

The woman smiled and waved the two armed sentries out. They each sauntered with a slow gait toward the worn road and flanked her, not lowering their weapons. One rifle, one pump-action shotgun. They appeared to know how to operate them, judging by their at-ready stances.

“Names,” she said again.

“I am Markus Nilsson, born and bred out of Visby, at your service.” Magnus did a slight bow and an overexaggerated flourish of his hand.

I cleared my throat before speaking. “Don. Don Larson.”

“And where were you” –she looked at Magnus – “born and bred?”

“Good old Ohio, US of A, ma’am,” I said.

“There has to be a story here. You won’t mind if we have a peek in your packs, would you?” the woman asked.

“We told you our names. How about you tell us yours before you go snooping through our stuff?” Magnus said.

I unslung my pack from my shoulders, setting it to the dusty ground.

“Amada,” she said. “Good enough?”

Magnus nodded and set his pack beside mine. The big guy with the shotgun lowered his weapon and walked over to us. We stepped away a few meters while they searched. There was nothing notable to find inside. Anything of use was on our persons, sewn into our clothing. It would take a solid pat-down to find them, and I hoped it didn’t come to that.

The guy ran a hand over his goatee, looked at Magnus, and grunted before returning to his position beside Amada.

“Come,” she said, stalking between us.

We snatched our packs, and I was already a little shaken by how serious these Restorers were shaping up to be. Paul had made it sound like the outskirts groups were nothing but hard-working loners. These people were different, which was a good thing.

It meant we were on the right track.
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Jules woke with a start. Kira was bunking in the same room as her, which Jules found odd, since there were barely any Nirzu remaining on the planet. Surely the students could have had their own space, but it had worked out fine, and Jules hadn’t had any issues overnight.

The Molariun girl’s breathing was even and quiet as she slept soundly, and Jules sat up. She’d been dreaming again. This time, she’d been traveling through a dark portal. She walked into the room with no guidance, only a sense of where to tread. No symbols shone from the walls, the stone wasn’t glowing green like the others, and it was smooth and round.

In the dream, she’d pictured the symbol for Earth and touched the cool stone. That was when she woke, but she was sure the dream-self had made the trip. She knew from her Portals studies that traveling through a dead stone wasn’t possible. At least three had been found by the Keepers over the centuries, and they’d all been deemed unusable. But what if they were wrong? What if Jules alone could control passage through them?

She made a mental note to ask Suma for the locations of these stones one day. When she was a full-blown Gatekeeper, maybe she could drag her partner to one of the dead stones and attempt to use it. It was worth a shot.

Jules thought about graduating and being sworn into service, and what it would feel like. Who would her partner be? She’d seen some of the recent graduates match with old veterans, the youths never being given a choice in who they were paired with.

Jules almost wished Dean would finish before her, so maybe he’d have enough experience to choose her as his partner. She’d tried to hear the voices calling for assistance again last night as Kira had dozed off to sleep. Jules let her power out, but there was no sign of the distress call.

Maybe she’d made it all up. Her powers were acting so erratic lately, and she didn’t know what to trust.

“Rise and shine like the stars you are.” Suma stuck her head in the door, laughing at her own choice of words.

Kira didn’t appear to have heard their professor, so Jules climbed from the bunk bed and roused the girl. Her white eyes shot open quickly.

“Where am I?” she asked.

“Menocury L05. We’re here to finish the evacuation of the Nirzu,” Jules told her, and the girl nodded.

“Right. I’ve never liked waking up in strange places,” she said.

Jules wasn’t sure how old the girl was, but even though she was a foot or so shorter than Jules, that wasn’t uncommon for Molariun girls. Even Rivo was much smaller than Jules, and she ran the largest corporation around.

“I don’t either,” Jules confided. “Better get at it if we’re going to start our process today.”

“What exactly are we going to do?” Kira asked.

Somehow everyone assumed Jules had all the answers because of who her father was, and the fact that she was often having family dinners with their professors.

“No one’s told me. I think we’re going to be hitting the remote locations that the Nirzu couldn’t access. If I was to guess, there will be some locals that don’t want to leave their home.” Jules headed for the bathroom, where she’d found the Nirzu version of a shower last night.

“Why would anyone want to stay here when their entire population is leaving?” Kira asked, her legs dangling over the edge of the bed.

“People stayed on Earth when it was being evacuated,” Jules said with a shrug. “I suppose they grow attached to their homes more than the rest of their people.”

“How long until the star makes this world unbearable?” Kira asked.

“Even if it’s only a few years, some will make that choice. Others won’t believe the scientists,” Jules said.

Kira gaped at her before rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “You’re really smart. I heard some of the other students talking about you.”

Jules pretended not to care. The truth was, her first couple of years had been a struggle, but she’d only been a little girl. After the Kold attack, everything had changed. No one had messed with her after that, even if some of them gave her a wide berth. She preferred that to ridicule anyway. “Who was talking?”

“I’m not sure. One of the older Bhlat girls, and that cute human. You know… Dean,” she said.

Jules smiled and found the shower controls. After five minutes of messing with the settings, she spent two minutes in lukewarm steam before giving up, considering herself clean.

She dressed, grabbed her compact pack, and found the others in a dining hall. They were in some sort of stone school or religious structure. Jules wasn’t certain. It was old but spotless, even with nearly the entire Nirzu population departed.

Senator Wylain stood near the entrance to the wide-open room. Lights ran along the outer edges of the room, casting a warm and inviting glow over the space. Loweck was there talking with the Nirzu leader, and she waved Jules over.

“Senator, this is Jules Parker, one of our Academy’s best and brightest.” Loweck winked at Jules as she said it.

“That is high praise for one so young. May grace befall you, Jules Parker.” The senator nodded her head, and Jules copied the motion.

“May grace befall you as well, Senator Wylain,” Jules told the woman. “Your city seems like a wonderful place. It’s unfortunate you can’t take it with you.” Jules regretted her careless words the moment she saw the senator’s gaze drop to the floor. “I meant nothing by it.”

“Think nothing of it. We agree, but are excited by our new start. Without the assistance of the Alliance of Worlds and the help of the Gatekeepers, we were doomed.” The senator’s gaze met Jules’, and she held it.

“I’m sure you would have done the same for someone if you could have,” Jules said.

The senator glanced at Loweck. “You were right about this one. She is very astute. Thank you for helping us ensure the planet is fully evacuated, Jules Parker.”

Jules understood this was the end of her conversation. She nodded her head again. “You’re most welcome. I truly hope you enjoy your new home.” She turned, spotting Dean with two plates of food.

“I don’t know what this is, but it smells good. I thought you might like some,” he said, setting the dish on a table.

“Thank you,” she told him.

“Call it a repayment for all those times you poured my cereal for me,” he said with a grin.

Slate entered the room, a tablet in his hand. “Everyone, you have ten minutes to eat, then rendezvous in the courtyard.” He left, tapping at his device.

“I’m looking forward to this,” Dean told her.

“So am I. Hey, if we have to pair up, do you want to be my partner?” she asked, slightly nervous at his response.

“Sure. You can bail me out of trouble when I land in it,” Dean said.

They ate their food, Kira and Canni coming to join them, then they emerged into a chilly courtyard with the other students, right on time.

“Slate, you may want to come over here,” Loweck called from across the stone-patterned circular pad.

“What is it?” he asked, and Jules tugged Dean along, wanting a closer look. Concern was etched across Loweck’s brow as they all approached.

Their hand-to-hand training professor glanced at Jules and Dean, but kept talking. “It’s the Horizon. They sent a message, saying something was blocking live communication in the atmosphere. The Nirzu said this happened on occasion, something about an electrical disturbance in the stratosphere.”

“What did the message say?” Slate asked as Suma arrived.

“They’ve received a distress call. Someone claims to be a system over, and their life support’s failing. Their ship was punctured with tiny pieces of space debris, and they patched it up, but it caused enough damage. They also claim they only have another five days before they die,” Loweck said, reading from the tablet in her hand.

Suma reached for the device, and Loweck passed it to her. “What does this mean for us? Do we join our ship and assist with the rescue mission?”

Loweck shrugged. “It doesn’t say.”

Jules watched as Suma keyed in a message, then advised their group what she was typing. “I’m going to ask for instructions. Technically, we aren’t crew of the Horizon, and we do have a mission of our own. I’ll suggest they leave and help the distress call victims, then return to retrieve us. The timing should work in our favor.”

Slate frowned. “That’ll leave us here with no escape.”

“And what do you think will happen, Slate?” Suma asked. “It’s not as if the planet is in urgent danger. The world’s sustainable for a few more years. We’ll be fine.”

“She’s right, Zeke,” Loweck said.

“Fine. Let’s make sure the senator and her last group depart this morning, and then we can follow through on our mission. Let the Horizon know that. I wish I could go and assist, with Magnus gone,” Slate said.

Jules had almost forgotten that Uncle Magnus was with her father on Earth. And with no commander on staff… “Who’s in charge up there?” she blurted out.

All eyes settled on her, and she averted her gaze.

Slate mumbled and said, “Well, Walo and Sergo are on the bridge crew, and Hectal’s up there…”

Suma held out the tablet. “It looks like Natalia will be leading the charge in her husband’s absence.”

“My mom?” Dean asked. “She never wants to be on the bridge.”

“She’d be damned good at it, son,” Slate told Dean.

“Message sent,” Suma said. “Let’s see the senator off, and we can begin our trip to the mountains.”

Jules perked up at the words. She’d seen mountains when she’d first heard the call, distant and faint.

“Let’s make sure everyone is ready for the last colony ship departure,” Loweck said, leading their group away from the courtyard, toward the final ship landed in the field beyond the Nirzu city.

____________

The sun was beginning its inevitable descent behind a large hill that overlooked the valley we were heading into. I glanced the way we’d come from, seeing more people emerging from the brush, each armed and following us. My shadow was long by the time Amada stopped us at the edge of the village.

This town appeared much the same as the last: overgrown and in shambles. But when I peered past the first row of structures, I saw that wasn’t exactly true. The fence beyond was straight, and I spotted cattle inside a field, slowly chewing on thick green grass. I heard the sound of clucking chickens carrying from a patched barn.

“What now?” Magnus asked Amada.

There had to be at least a dozen of the Restorers along the road behind us, and Amada turned from us, looking toward the hill. She pulled a flashlight from her pocket. “We wait for the sun to hide.”

“The sun to hide…” Magnus started, but it didn’t take long. The sunlight faded as it tucked past the hillside, and Amada clicked her flashlight to life.

She pointed it toward the hill and clicked it on and off three times.

I didn’t say a word, understanding that she was waiting for a reply from someone. And there it was, a flash of light in return: three blinks.

“Now we go,” Amada said.

They hadn’t asked us a thing about our stories yet, and I was surprised they’d allowed us this far. As I walked with Magnus at my side, I realized I was being naïve. They’d let us come into their village with complete understanding that if we were worthy of their ranks, we’d be welcomed. If our story didn’t check out, we’d likely be buried under a pile of rocks before the sun rose again.

Suddenly, it felt as though we were heading into a tunnel with no exit, and I regretted my decision to come here. I’d honestly thought this village would be different: less armed, and more like the ones Paul had described in the States. This was something else: a fortified group, not wanting others to know they existed.

We moved quickly as dusk spread out around the landscape. It was growing more difficult to see, and I tripped in a pothole in the dirt-packed road, Magnus reaching out to steady me. He didn’t say a word, just kept walking.

The trip across the village took all of fifteen minutes, but I felt the growing tension with each lot we passed. Soon we were at the end of town, staring up at an overgrown pathway leading to the hillside.

“Up there,” Amada said. She wasn’t armed, but she didn’t have to be. I took a peek behind us, realizing a lot of the followers had dispersed as we’d come, and only the original two remained, holding the rifle and shotgun.

“After you,” Magnus told her, and she nodded, heading in first. The path was winding and steep, and by the time our guide slowed, I was covered in sweat, bug bites, and scratches from the overgrown bushes surrounding the dirt track.

We stepped out into an open yard, and the villa beyond was immense. The home had to be five thousand square feet, and I counted at least three outbuildings, two of them with candlelight flickering inside thin-paned windows.

“Quite the place,” Magnus muttered to me.

“No kidding,” I said.

There were no visible lights inside the villa, but the door creaked open and a figure stepped out onto the front landing. I saw the light of the cigar burning, and smelled it at the same time. Magnus sniffed the air. He was a cigar man as well.

Dread seeped into my veins as Amada led us forward, up the steady incline of the Spanish stone walkway, and stopped in front of the villa.

“Frasier, I have two more,” she said, and the man moved from the cover of the balcony overhead. It was dark, and moonlight cascaded down, revealing the same man I’d encountered at the train hijacking.

“Don’t I know you?” he asked, staring me straight in the eyes.
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“I’m afraid not,” I told him. I was grateful for my foresight in not shaving for the last week, in preparation for my role as a man on the road. As if reading my thoughts, Magnus scratched his own chin. I was wearing colored contacts, my eyes now dark green. I’d cut my hair shorter too, and really hoped it was enough.

Frasier stepped right up to me, wearing animal hides as pants, and a vest. He scrutinized me; his brow furrowed, his eyes moving slowly as he attempted to place the recognition. At last he stood back, resting his hands at his sides, the burning cigar held in his right fingers.

“Maybe you’re right,” he admitted, turning his attention to Magnus. “What do we have here? You’re a big boy, aren’t you?” Frasier clapped him on the shoulder and inspected him as if he were a prize cow.

Magnus cleared his throat. “You wouldn’t happen to have another one of those?” He pointed to the burning tobacco.

“Sure, sure. Come in. Amada, would you be so kind as to fetch us something to drink?” Frasier asked our guide, and she shot me an angry glance before heading into the house. I felt something pass between them, but wasn’t in the know enough to understand what had transpired. If I was to guess, she thought he was being too friendly with the newcomers. She had that look about her. Untrusting. I’d have to watch that one closely.

Magnus held the door for me, and I walked into the villa. There were a few candles across the room, casting enough light to see where I went. The floor was comprised of large square travertine tiles, and Frasier led us across the space, through an arched doorway and into a living room.

“I apologize for the lack of electricity, but you understand, right?” he asked.

“The only technology worth its weight is a hunter’s trap and a good axe,” Magnus said, taking a seat in an ornate wooden chair.

Frasier laughed and took a solitary candle, lighting another five or six in sconces around the room. “Let there be light,” he said. He turned to me, the flickering shadows showing his face to be friendly, even happy to see us. “Please, have a seat.”

I almost expected him to call me Cliff, but when he didn’t, I sat beside Magnus. Amada arrived, setting three glasses on a table between us, and a bottle of what appeared to be very old Spanish wine. There was a handmade label I couldn’t read.

“Amada, would you grab a glass for yourself and join us?” he asked. She appeared surprised at the invitation, but left and returned with another glass a moment later.

“Here you go.” Frasier passed a cigar to Magnus, and he offered me one. I declined with a shake of my head. Magnus stood, using a candle to light it, and puffed away, bringing the tip to a glowing ember.

Amada uncorked the bottle, pouring a bit for Frasier. He lifted the glass, swirling it, sniffing it before tasting. It was quite the sight. “Perfect,” he said, and she emptied the bottle into the four glasses, passing them out without a word.

Frasier leaned back in his chair and took a sip of wine. “Now that we’re settled, would you please tell me why I shouldn’t kill you?”

____________

“We’re moving in three teams,” Suma said. “Loweck is leading one, as well as Slate, and I’ll lead the other.” She pointed to the screen inside their dropship. “We’re using the Nirzu cruisers, which hold eight comfortably. There are three groups the senator is concerned about, and she wants us to ensure they’ve all vacated.”

“Why didn’t the Nirzu do this themselves?” a Bhlat boy asked. He was huge, partially blocking Jules’ view.

“Good question. They explained that they’ve attempted to convince the groups to evacuate, but many were adamant that they weren’t leaving. The Alliance offered assistance. Most of them did vacate, but they’ve lost communication with all three groups over the last week and are worried something has happened. There was a quake recorded along the mountain ridges a handful of days ago, and they often cause rock slides. This has turned from convincing old Nirzu to leave, to a search and rescue mission. Got it?”

“Got it!” the group chorused. Jules wondered if this was related to the sensation she’d felt when they’d arrived, and guessed it had to be.

“There are twenty of us. I’ll be taking seven, Loweck takes seven, and Slate is taking six. The names have already been chosen, so don’t try to change teams… Canni,” Suma said, looking at the Keppe boy, who could only shrug.

Jules glanced at Dean beside her and hoped they were going to be on the same team. She really wished she’d known about the mission plan, then she could have talked to Suma about it earlier.

Uncle Zeke walked to the side wall of the dropship, holding a tablet. “Okay, listen up, junior Gatekeepers. I have Canni, Kira, Extel Four, Wentle…”

Jules closed her eyes, waiting for the last two names. She knew she was going to be paired with Slate; her father would have made sure of it.

“Jules… and last but never least, Dean,” Slate said, and Jules clutched Dean’s arm in excitement. The boy shook himself free and stood up, going to join the others as they circled around Slate. “Everyone here?” He peered around. “Good.”

Jules hit the grass first, followed by Extel Four, the Inlorian student. Jules hadn’t talked to her much, but she seemed nice enough. She wore a modified white jumpsuit; her extra four arms, each clawed, hung at her sides. “This will be great experience,” she told Jules.

Next out was Canni, the large Keppe boy who’d helped Jules during the Kold attack. He was almost graduating, and he stood a good two feet over Jules, the sunlight gleaming off his bald dark head. His skin was armored, making him even bulkier beneath his uniform. He gave Jules a high-five as he stood beside her.

Kira, the little Molariun girl she’d shared a bunk with last night, rushed toward her, giving Jules a hug. “I’m so glad we’re on the same team!”

“So am I. All of you,” Jules said, not wanting to leave anyone out.

Slate led Wentle, the buzzing Padlog insectoid, from the dropship. Jules had never spoken to Wentle, and honestly hadn’t ever seen the ant-like boy with any friends at the Academy. He came to stand in line, and Jules glanced at his thin hands. Coarse dark hairs stood from the backs of them, and his eyes were black and wide as he stared toward their professor.

Dean was the last from the ship, looking like a hero from a comic book, at least in Jules’s eyes. He smirked at her and stood at the end of their small group as Slate vied for their attention.

“You all heard Suma. We’re on a search and retrieve, team. Our Nirzu cruiser awaits us,” Slate said. Jules watched as he stared at the tablet in his hand, mumbling something.

“Is it the Horizon?” Dean asked. His family was aboard. Jules knew that her mother and Hugo would have already departed through the portal to Haven, and her dad was on Earth.

“They’re moving out. The last colony ships have departed, and so has the Horizon. Looks like we’ve been left behind,” Slate said, and his words sent a shiver of fear through Jules for no viable reason. She shook it off. She wasn’t a little kid any longer, and she was powerful. She remembered the rush of an explosion around her as she’d stopped the Kold from exploding the Duup Peaks on Bazarn after Garo Alnod’s funeral. She was invincible. But instead of being thrilled at the concept, she was instead mostly afraid.

Jules noticed that the other two groups were already moving across the field, and she followed their paths, noticing ships at the far end of the area. They were similar to landers from back home, but different enough to catch the eye.

“To the cruisers. We’ve loaded the supplies on the ships already, but don’t forget your personal packs,” Slate reminded them. Jules grabbed hers from the ground outside the dropship and hung it over her shoulder.

“I told you I’d be your partner,” Dean said, jogging to catch up to her.

“What do you mean?” she asked him.

“The teams. I was supposed to be on Suma’s team, but I talked to her before breakfast. She wasn’t thrilled about it, but I managed to trade with Tremb.” Dean flashed a smile.

“You did that for me?” Jules asked.

“Well, I did it for me, to be clear,” Dean admitted.

“No you didn’t.”

“Yes I did. I know what you’re capable of, Jules, and I want protection,” he said, but Jules knew he was pulling her leg. It felt good to have someone want to safeguard her, or at least support her on the mission.

“Don’t expect any special treatment,” Jules said, walking faster to move away from him.

She was the first to the cruiser and waited for Slate to arrive before opening the hatch to enter the ship. It was longer and sleeker than their landers, but the ceilings were tall enough to accommodate most of them. Canni was the largest, and he had to duck as he moved through the bench seats toward the rear of the vessel. He took each of their packs and placed them in a cargo hold beside the solo chair.

“This is it,” Slate said. “We head for our destination.” He sat in the pilot’s seat, and Jules watched out the viewscreen, seeing the other two cruisers lift from the ground and begin moving in opposite directions.

Jules chose a seat beside Slate. “Where are we going?” she asked, seeing the blips of the other two ships slowly moving away on the console’s map.

Slate used the controls, zooming out. “Right here.” He tapped the screen past what appeared to be an expansive lake. It had to be fifty miles wide and twice as long. It ended at the base of the distant mountain range. That was where he pointed. It was the same place she’d seen when they arrived; she knew it. She kept the news to herself, not wanting to sound crazy to her uncle and professor.

Slate tapped his earpiece. “Loweck, we’re taking off. Good luck out there, and stay in contact.” He tapped it again, cursing under his breath. “Loweck?” He pulled the earpiece out and set it down. “Communications aren’t working. Something odd is definitely going on around here.”

Jules remembered them saying there was an electrical disturbance causing issues between the surface and space, but apparently, it was affecting them as well. She didn’t love the idea of being out here with no contact to the other Gatekeeper teams, and neither did Slate, from the look on his face.

He shrugged. “Maybe it’ll clear up. For now, we stick to the plan.”

The ship vibrated slightly as he powered the engines up, and Jules craned her neck to see the rest of the team. Kira was excitedly chatting with Extel Four, and Wentle stared at the wall, his hands slowly opening and closing.

“Everyone ready? Good.” The cruiser lifted, and Jules watched as they left the city behind, the tall pointy structures moving away as they headed for the wilderness beyond.

____________

“I can give you a few reasons why you shouldn’t kill us,” I said.

Frasier’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m listening.”

“At times, part of me would prefer death to living.” I spoke softly, adding a haunting tone to my voice. “Have you ever lost someone you loved?” The question was pointless, because I knew we all had, but I needed to play with their emotions a bit.

“Perhaps,” came Frasier’s answer.

“All I ever wanted was to live a peaceful life. Met Allison in high school. She was a transfer student from Highwater, two towns over. Their school shut down when the auto parts factory closed their doors. My pa told me something I’d never forget that day, when he’d lost his job along with a thousand others.” I leaned forward, staring Frasier in the eyes. “He said, ‘Son, one day you’ll be in the workforce, and all I can ask is that you don’t choose a career that depends on people working with their hands.’ I knew what he meant.

“The auto parts were being sourced overseas, likely to China, though we didn’t know it then. Our entire region suffered, but our school was the only one staying open as the county lost all that tax money. Allison first walked into that English class, her chestnut brown hair curled at the tips, her smile worthy of a sash at a state festival,” I said, laying it on a little thick. I glanced at Magnus, who was listening as if he’d never heard the story that we’d practiced for a full day before heading to Earth.

The other two listened with rapt attention, and I thought I might have them. “We started dating and were married out of college. I always remembered what my father told me, and decided to go for a mechanical engineering degree. We’d always need those, and while I didn’t believe a robot would take over my job, I figured I might be able to create machines. He passed away before I finished school, and though he never told me so, I always thought he was disappointed with my choice.”

“Our towns were nothing but pit stops to Nowheresville by the time the Event happened. Allison and I were married, and our son was heading into the first grade. We lived outside of Columbus, her teaching at a local college. We assumed teachers would always be needed. Guess we were somewhat wrong about that.”

Frasier drank more wine, stubbing his almost-finished cigar out in a clean ashtray on the table. “Go on.”

He didn’t seem to mind my meandering story. I was trying to build it up. “We were on vessel three.”

Frasier’s eyes went wide at the mention of the Kraski ships. It had been a long time ago, a distant yet vivid memory for most people still. “Twenty-four,” he said, glancing at Amada.

She lifted her sleeve, revealing a tattoo of a Kraski ship, the number fourteen scrawled over it. I’d heard of people marking their survival in different ways, but hadn’t seen many tattoos done with such detail.

They turned to Magnus, and he set his glass on the table. “I was on thirty-two.”

The two hosts nodded, and I resumed my tragic tale. “You don’t need the gory details. We made it, but Felix didn’t. He was killed in the initial riot on board. Not even shot by the Deltra… he was crushed in a stampede of angry humans.” It took a huge effort, but a tear managed to roll down my cheek in remembrance of my made-up child.

Amada’s hand rested on mine, and she squeezed it for a moment before pulling away. “I lost one too.” She didn’t expand on it, and I could only nod sadly. For the first time, I thought of the Restorers as not only enemies, but people. Grief, destruction, and death had driven them to their current actions, and I knew that understanding their motives would only assist me in shutting them down.

“We returned with everyone else, but the world was a different place. No one needed a mechanical engineer, and even though there were homes for everyone, we struggled to settle into a routine.” I thought about Tim Dobbs telling me lies about his family, and I hated how natural it was for me to follow suit. He’d betrayed me, just like I was betraying Frasier and Amada. I went on. “We stayed behind when the first colonists abandoned our planet.”

Frasier nodded his understanding. I had a sense he was passionate about his home. He seemed like a salt-of-the-earth type, one who would never agree that leaving his planet behind made any kind of sense.

“Traitors… all of them,” he said with a previously-hidden passion.

I nodded. “It wasn’t until a few years later, when those bastards came to attack us, that we fled.”

It was clear from Frasier’s face that he’d stayed behind, even when I’d managed to open a portal in Egypt to transport everyone to New Spero. Amada’s too.

I needed to backpedal. “I wanted to stay. I fought with Allison over the decision until the bitter end. She told me she was pregnant but hadn’t built up the nerve to tell me yet, so I relented. We left Earth.” I hung my head low, resting my face into my sweating palms.

“You did what you had to do,” Frasier said, his voice not judging.

“We lived on Terran Three for a few years, and having our daughter returned some structure to our routines, but…” I stopped.

“What happened?” Amada asked.

“Drones. My wife and daughter…” I choked up, pretending it was too hard. “…Katherine, were walking outside our home, near a construction site. They were throwing up Terran sites like no one’s business, negligently and quickly, using programmed drones and robots to do the heavy lifting.”

I took a deep drink of my wine, not even tasting it. “I was told their death was fast, that they wouldn’t have felt the girders at all. Crushed in the blink of an eye.” I drained the rest of the glass and set it on the table with a shaky hand. That part was real.

I sat there silently. “So… when I heard of you, I needed to know. I found my way over on a hovertrain, and met Markus here along the way. We got to talking, and my story resonated with him. He agreed to help me find you. I need to be part of this revival of the old ways.”

Frasier sat frozen for a moment, then stood with his arms wide. “Come here, brother.”

I did, and he pulled me into a hug. His scent was overpowering, sandalwood and animal hide mixed with stale cigars.

“Don’t you worry about anything. You’re among friends here,” he said.

Relief flooded me, and my tense shoulders eased up slightly at the words.

Frasier turned to stare at Magnus. “It’s this guy I’m not sure I trust.”

I heard the cocking of a gun, and saw it in Amada’s hand as it pointed toward my old friend.


Ten

Jules watched with interest as they neared the lake. Even though some of the vegetation was dying, lonely sticks jutting from the ground, bereft of leaves and life, she thought it all had a kind of poetic appeal. The lake shimmered in the late morning sky. The clouds were thick and blotting in the reflection below, and Jules wished she could sit on a dock and dip her toes into the frigid water.

“Jules, try Loweck and Suma again,” Slate said.

She picked up the earpiece and tried their lines. “Come in. Come in. Jules Parker here.” It was dead. “Sorry, Uncle Zeke, nothing.”

“It’s not your fault, Jules. We’ll try again in a while.”

Jules scanned the map, seeing that their target remained some distance away. It wouldn’t take much longer. She looked to the clouds, wondering what was causing the communication disruption. Slate had asked the senator about it, and she’d sworn it wasn’t something they’d encountered issues with, but Slate claimed they used a different method of messaging than the Alliance.

“Hold on, Jules, do you see that?” he asked, nodding to the console.

She did. There was a brief blip; then it was gone. “I saw it. Coming in fast.”

“What the…” Slate’s gaze darted to the viewscreen, and Jules’ followed. One second she saw the missile approaching; the next it hit, shaking the ship and sending them spinning out of control. Kira went flying, clearly not harnessed in, and Jules heard a sickening crunch as the girl kept moving around the ship’s interior.

“I got you!” Canni shouted.

Jules dropped her self-imposed barrier, letting the green energy flow through her. Slate was bleeding from the head, using the controls with practiced efficiency, and he managed to bring their dropping ship level as it headed toward the water at a downward slope.

“Are you okay?” she asked him, shouting over the alarms ringing from the console speakers.

“I will be when we land this thing,” he said. “Is everyone okay?”

Canni answered for the group seated behind them. “Kira is unconscious, but I think she’s breathing!”

“Hold on to your hats,” Slate told them.

Jules watched as the cruiser moved for the glimmering lake water, much faster than her uncle would have liked. The impact was jarring, and she rammed against the straps over her shoulders and around her waist. Then they were sinking.

Slate was fumbling with the controls. “There has to be a floatation setting on this thing. There always is.”

“Didn’t they tell you how to fly it?” Jules asked, the realization they might not survive starting to hit her. Kira was coming to, and Wentle was making a soft, scared buzzing sound.

“They gave me the basics. Look, Ju, we didn’t have a lot of time to prepare for this mission. No one was expecting to be assaulted by missiles!” The cut on Slate’s forehead was deep, and blood covered the left side of his face. He wiped at it as they sank.

“Dean, pass me the medikit!” she shouted, and Dean moved in an instant, unbolting himself and grabbing the first aid kit from their supplies. He raced to the front of the vessel, passing it to her.

“I’ll see if Kira needs anything,” he said, settling beside the blue girl.

“Where are we?” she asked.

Slate was unstrapping himself, and she tugged on his arm. “Stop for a second. You’re not going to do us any good if you bleed to death before we leave the ship.”

He groaned and plopped to his seat. “Probably right.”

Jules rubbed at it with an antiseptic wipe and found the cauterizing tool. It scanned his head, sealing the wound up in a clean line. His face still had blood on it, but it wouldn’t cause him any more issues.

“Thanks. We’re sinking. Do you think…” Slate stared at her, and she saw her own brightly-glowing eyes in the reflection off his pupils.

“I can bring us to the surface,” she said softly. Most of them knew about her powers, even though she rarely showed them, but none but Dean and Slate knew the truth of them.

“Good. We need to leave this ship,” he said, turning to the other students. “We all need to climb into our EVAs, pronto. Dean, can you help Kira and Wentle into theirs?”

“You got it, boss,” Dean told Slate, making Jules’ uncle smile despite their circumstances.

The space was cramped, not intended for seven people to change into bulky EVAs, but they managed. By the time they were all sealed into the suits with their helmets on, Jules peeked to the viewscreen to see the cruiser settling at the bottom of the water.

It was dark there, but the lights of the ship shone forward, revealing exotic creatures. A long, skinny eel-like fish stopped near the viewscreen, bumping into the ship. More came, at least a dozen of them, each one appearing larger than the previous one. They were all banging against the hull, trying to crack the nut they found invading their home.

“That can’t be good. The largest ones are at least ten feet long. Probably weigh two hundred pounds.” Slate grabbed a pulse rifle, and Jules watched as he checked the charge.

The other five students stood ready in their suits. Jules almost laughed at how sad their entourage was. Kira was so tiny in hers, white eyes wide and scared. Wentle hadn’t said a word, and only buzzed in reply when spoken to. Extel Four, Canni, and Dean appeared ready to fight the eel monsters.

Slate moved for the exit, settling his hands on Jules’ shoulders. “Explain to me what you’re going to do.”

Jules looked at the other students and realized there was no point in hiding it from them. They’d learn now, or when she covered them in a huge ball of green energy. “I’m going to create a sphere that we can all travel through the water in.”

“Have you done this before?” he asked.

She nodded. “With Papa, on the shrunken planet.”

Slate knew what she was referring to, even though it was a long time ago, when she was a little girl. “And it will prevent whatever those things are from penetrating?” he asked.

“I hope so. I haven’t made one this large before,” she admitted. She was sure she could do it, though.

“Okay, Dean, do we have everything?” Slate asked, checking the hand-selected supplies they were bringing with them. Weapons, shelter, and food. The three necessities of life, he’d emphasized. They had enough water all around them and extremely compact filtration equipment.

“Check and check,” Dean said.

“Everyone ready?” Slate asked, motioning them forward toward the door.

Jules faced them all, her back to the door. “I’m going to do something, and you can’t be afraid. I know you’re all aware I have some… abilities.”

Wentle watched with round black eyes as Jules concentrated, pushing the field from her chest. It started no larger than a basketball and grew until it was bigger than all of them. The other students passed through its boundary as she left it deactivated, and soon they were each covered by her energy circle. Their packs were all inside too, resting between Canni’s and Dean’s feet.

“Okay, Uncle Zeke, I’m going to activate it, which means no water can seep in, and that will also protect us from attacks,” Jules said, receiving a nod from Slate. “Whatever you do, don’t fire your pulse rifle inside the sphere. I don’t know what it would do, but it might ricochet and hurt someone.”

“Got it. No pulse fire,” Slate said. “Ready when you are.”

Jules closed her eyes, already feeling a slight strain from having the field around them for a couple of minutes. She told herself it would work, and she snapped the edges of the sphere tight. She didn’t have to worry about air, since their EVAs were feeding it to them. “Go!” she shouted, and Slate pressed the doors open. Water rushed in, pushing around her bubble. It filled the ship quickly and rushed at the ball, shoving it from the ship and along the bottom of the lake.

The lakebed was covered in colorful seaweed, and shiny glistening metals hid as tiny flecks in the sand. Jules noticed miniature creatures rushing away from their sphere as it rolled toward them and away from the ship. The sphere was green along the edges, but she could see through it and control it, and she did, lifting them off the ground and toward the distant light above.

She didn’t know how deep they were, but it wasn’t a quick trip. Instead of racing directly up, where an awaiting attacker might expect them to emerge, she moved at a slight incline, maybe a twenty-degree angle, heading in the direction of the lake’s edge.

“This is amazing,” Dean said quietly, and Jules swelled with pride.

“How can you do this?” Wentle asked, his voice thick and unexpectedly hearty.

“She’s a little busy, kid,” Slate told the Padlog boy.

“I was born with it, Wentle.” Jules kept them moving through the water, no thrusters initiated, only her sheer will.

“Incoming,” warned Dean, and Jules peered around them to see an entire school of the eel creatures chasing after the ball, as if they were interested in an underwater game of fetch.

“Steady…” Slate stood at the bottom of the sphere, which forced them to all bunch up in the center because of the shape. She was at the front of them, trying to not concern herself with the imminent attackers.

It grew more difficult as the eels began to barrage the edge of the sphere with angry taps of their noses. Soon they were circling around the ball, pressing hard into it from all sides.

Water started to leak through her energy field from above them, acting like a shower. “Jules, any way to close that?” Slate asked.

She didn’t even know how it had sprung a leak. She tried to fix it, concentrating on sealing the sphere with her mind. It failed.

They were nearing the surface, but that would leave them some ways from the coast. The eels kept hitting them, most of them in front of Jules, as if they knew she was responsible for the atrocity entering their home.

“Jules?” Slate asked, and she saw the look of horror in his face. “Your eyes…”

The power faded with the green color as the sphere broke through the surface before disappearing.

“Everyone stay close,” Slate said, treading in his EVA.

Dean activated his suit’s thrusters under his feet, sending blue light shooting below him. He clutched Kira, and Canni did the same, showing Wentle how to do it.

“Mine won’t work!” Extel shouted, and began sinking.

The eels took their opportunity and attacked the Inlorian girl. Jules flung out her power, but nothing happened.


Eleven

“Hold on a moment,” I said, putting a hand to Frasier’s chest. He glanced at my fingers, and I removed them, snatching my arm away.

“You don’t find it a little convenient that this guy happened to be waiting for someone to lead him to us?” Frasier asked.

“Truth is, I had no idea where to find you. I landed in France and started asking questions. I must have been a little too vocal about it, because people were telling me to be more cautious. I nearly had the crap beaten out of me in a bar before a woman whispered Markus’ address into my ear and sent me on my way.

“Apparently, not a lot of Earthers are feeling great about what you’re trying to do,” I said, hoping he’d take the bait and tell me what their goal was.

“Right. Can you blame them?” Frasier relaxed, gesturing silently for Amada to lower the gun. She did, the gun vanishing in a heartbeat. She was dangerous. “So you were living in France? What were you doing in New Paris?”

“I didn’t realize it was a sin to live abroad. I take it you grew up in this here villa?” Magnus said, not flinching a bit. He was born for this role. He ashed his cigar, waiting for an answer.

“Touché, my friend. Tell us your story,” Frasier urged him.

Magnus went on to tell a story of shipbuilding in his hometown, learning from his father and grandfather. He’d started to take over their custom boat business when the Event occurred. All he’d ever wanted was to work with his hands and live in the woods, but life had a way of messing up his plans. By the end of his tale, I knew he’d won over our host.

“And the two of you met, and somehow found us out here,” Amada said doubtfully.

“Honestly, it wasn’t that difficult,” I told her.

“Then you won’t mind telling me?” Frasier said.

“I’d rather not. It took persuading a few people in your organization, and calling them out would betray their trust.” I hoped that would work, because my real story was a lot less inspiring.

Frasier squinted and took another sip from his glass. “Is that so? My own people gave you my location, and you won’t tell me who they are because you know I’ll…”

“Reprimand them,” Magnus finished.

Our host grinned. “Yes. They will be reprimanded. How very kind of you, Don. I appreciate the fact you don’t want to rat them out, but I don’t enjoy the thought of being found here because of loose lips. That’s the problem with running an organization like this. There are so many people that buy into the theory of it, but most don’t know the true costs to ensure it happens. The moment they see the guns and a body dead on the dirt, they run for the hills.

“Don, you seem bright. Have you ever heard of a revolution happening without bloodshed?”

“I can’t say that I have,” I told him.

“Occasionally, the only way to get what the people need is to take it,” Magnus added, puffing his chest out for emphasis.

Amada appeared calmer, and she finally had another drink from her nearly-full glass.

“You two have surprised me. I think we may be able to accommodate your entrance into my circle. You sure you don’t want to live in one of our communities before committing?” Frasier asked.

“Isn’t this one of them?” I asked.

“No, my friend. This is my home base, one of many around the world. You see, I like to keep myself mobile, because I have a feeling there are people out there searching for me,” he said quietly. “Only they may want to end me, instead of joining me.”

This was it. Frasier was essentially telling me he was the leader of the Restorers, but I thought it might be his ego talking. I was willing to bet he was taking heat off a higher-ranked leader.

“I take it you’ll be leaving now,” Magnus said.

“You win the prize,” Frasier said. “The question is, what do I do with you two?”

Amada cracked her knuckles. “I have a few suggestions, hermano.”

“And I’d love to hear them after we get these two settled for the night. I hope you don’t mind being locked into a room,” he told us.

“No sweat. Do you have any ear plugs? This one snores.” I pointed to Magnus.

“I do not.” Magnus stared at Amada. “I swear, I don’t.”

“And I don’t care,” she replied.

“We stay here tonight, then what?” I asked him.

Frasier stood, finishing his wine; he set the glass down and placed his hands on his hips. “Then you prove your value. You do a job for me,” he said.

“A job?” Magnus asked.

“Sure. That’s how this works. You do something the Restorers need to fulfill our final plan. Everyone must do their part to prove their loyalty,” he said.

That sounded easy enough. He’d tell us the big plan, send us on a mission, and we could escape, informing Paul and the others what we’d learned. I had hopes we’d be done in three or four days, heading to Haven, where Mary and Hugo were waiting for me.

It made me think about Jules and her mission on Menocury L05, and I silently wished her the best. It was difficult letting her do something like that without me around, but Slate and Suma were there, and they were two of my oldest friends. They’d never let anything bad happen to my little girl.

“Amada, show our guests to their room and see to their needs. I’ll check in with you in the morning,” he told the woman, and walked over to Magnus. “I hope you are who you say you are.” He extended his hand, shaking Magnus’, then mine. “Because I’d hate to have to kill you before breakfast.”

I didn’t say anything, and neither did Magnus as Frasier turned and sauntered out of the room, his steps cocksure.

Amada waited cross-armed under the arched doorway. “This way.” She waved us through the hall and outside. The air was already a lot cooler, and we carried our packs over a stone pathway to one of the many outbuildings on the villa’s property. This one seemed like something the housekeepers might have lived in. She opened the door, finding a candle on the round wooden table inside.

Amada lit it and passed it to Magnus. “The outside door will remain locked. Do not attempt to leave the building until I retrieve you in the morning. ¿Entender?” she asked.

“Understood,” I said and she closed the door, leaving us alone. We heard the flipping of a hasp and the clicking of a padlock.

Magnus was near the door, and he pressed his ear to it, waiting for her footsteps to echo away. When we were sure she’d departed, he let out a puff of air from deep within his chest. “That was close, don’t you think?”

“You did a great job, Mag.”

He came to stand right beside me, leaning in to whisper into my ear: “They could be listening.” His gaze searched the room, and so did mine. The walls were stone, the ceiling carved and rounded at the corners. To my left was a fireplace; a dark wooden mantel that was probably hundreds of years old hung above the kitchen centerpiece. This was where they would have cooked back in the day, and I thought this was the perfect setting for the Restorers: in a Spanish villa that had been around since before the Industrial Revolution.

The candle flickered as Magnus moved across the compact room, toward the bedroom. I followed, picking up our sole source of light.

“I don’t see anything, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t listening,” I whispered. It would be best not to talk about anything that could incriminate us or reveal who we truly were, and Magnus had already picked that up.

“How about that wine? I wonder if…” He started searching through the cupboards and let out a triumphant shout as he found two bottles of dark red wine tucked behind a bag of rice. “Voilà.”

“You know this isn’t a vacation, right?” I asked him.

“You try being on a ship for so long.” He seemed to catch his mistake. “I was at sea for almost a year after building that last one in Sweden.”

“I hear you. I’ve been wandering aimlessly for ages,” I said, hamming it up in case they were listening to our conversation. I could picture Frasier lighting another cigar as he eavesdropped on us. “It feels good to be doing something. I want to make a difference.” Out of context, it sounded like I meant working for the Restorers, but I really did feel that way.

Over the last few years, I’d taken a real backseat to everyone else. Magnus was the captain of Horizon, Slate was teaching at the Academy, and Mary was chairman of the board of our ever-expanding Alliance of Worlds. I was more of a liaison to all of those things, as well as New Spero and Earth, keeping in touch with the mayors and Leonard, who recently had superseded Patel as the Terran One mayor, putting him in charge of the whole shebang.

All of that took about one week a month, leaving me idle for the rest of the time. I could only read so many books and take so many walks. I was growing bored, but I also knew a battle was coming. Lom of Pleva had only been sent twenty years into the future, and he’d return when Jules was twenty years old. I had seven years to prepare, only I wasn’t sure how to do that.

The answer had to lie in my daughter. Even then, Lom had threatened my family, my wife and daughter. How would it end when he appeared once again? No one could know, but in the meantime, I was on Earth trying to stop something dire from happening to our people.

“Dea… Don, you’ve had a varied path, but it’s on track now,” Magnus said, patting me on the shoulder. He uncorked the bottle of wine and sniffed the contents. “Smells good. Hasn’t turned to vinegar.” He found two glasses and poured.

“I’m not sure drinking wine is a good move, fella,” I said. The furniture in here was old but amazingly solidly built. It appeared as though someone came in here and cleaned, because there wasn’t a drop of dust in the place.

“Fire?” I asked, seeing a stack of wood beside the hearth in the living room.

“Why the hell not?” Magnus asked.

I set to work, adding paper and kindling, and I used a lighter to start it. “Do you think they’re against lighters?”

Magnus shrugged, taking a seat near the fireplace. “I really don’t know. I suppose we’ll find out. They have guns, and all sorts of other things here that aid their ways. What’s the level of technology that starts to cause problems for our race on the whole?”

“Good question.” A light knock on the door carried across the room, and I jerked my head toward the sound. I lifted a finger to my lips and rose from the fireplace.

Magnus came beside the door, his back against the wall.

“Hello?” I asked. They knocked again. “It’s locked. I can’t…” The padlock rattled and the door opened a crack.

A woman stood there, dressed all in black, and her eyes bounced around nervously. Her hood covered most of her features, but I did see some spiky hair poking out the front. “I don’t know who you are, but I don’t think you’re telling Frasier the truth. You should leave. Things are about to become worse, and…”

A noise carried from near the main home on the property, and she inhaled a quick frantic breath. “Meet me at the Stuffed Truffle in Pisa. I’ll explain.” She glanced away. She pressed the door closed, and we heard the padlock snap into place.

Magnus rolled his eyes. “Everyone’s always so dramatic,” he muttered so quietly I could hardly hear. I could only hope Frasier didn’t have the room bugged. If he really was anti-tech, would he use listening devices?

“How did she know we were lying?” I asked Magnus.

“I don’t know, but the Stuffed Truffle sounds like a nice place.”


Twelve

Slate fired his weapon underwater, sending a series of blasts towards the incoming eels. One of the creatures battered Extel Four in the chest, and she flew away from Jules.

“Come on, work…” Jules urged her powers, but nothing happened. They were close to the surface, and Jules swam up, breaching the top. She saw land a couple hundred meters away. Not too far.

She dove under again, where Canni and Slate were between the other students and the attacking eel-monsters. There were a lot of them… too many to stop.

“Jules, bring the others to the coast,” Slate shouted through his mic.

Dean was already helping Extel, trying to use his thrusters underwater. They worked, but they also caused the water to heat and churn, making it more difficult to see.

“Jules, take Kira and follow us,” Dean said.

“Go!” Jules shouted, and watched as Dean and the Inlorian girl raced away. A group of the eels broke away from their school and followed. She pulled a pulse pistol from her thigh and fired at one as it neared Kira, who was useless at the moment. The little blue girl hadn’t managed to turn her thrusters on, and she was sinking to the bottom of the lake.

“Kira, flick on the thrusters!” Jules shouted, firing toward the ten or so long monsters following the Molariun student.

“I don’t know how,” Kira said.

They all knew the procedure. It had been taught to them repeatedly, but some people didn’t have the ability to remain calm under pressure. Jules needed to help her, or Kira wasn’t going to make it. She glanced up to see Slate and Canni firing at the main horde, slowly moving away, retreating to the shore.

There wasn’t much time. She needed her abilities to spark. Jules cut her thrusters and sank to the bottom, finding Kira there, flailing as one of the eels hit her in the leg.

“It’s now or never,” Jules said, but nothing came through. It was as if she’d never had the Iskios powers to begin with. “Kira, follow my instructions!” Jules explained how to activate the thrusters as she kicked her own on again, leaning forward to shoot toward the attacking eels. She swatted at the thick muscled beasts and shot a couple others.

“I did it!” Kira said in triumph as Jules arrived.

“Good, thrust out of here. Move!” Jules shouted, seeing more of the creatures heading toward them.

Kira started shifting, her feet sending her up and away slowly. “Faster. Crank it up!” Jules shouted, and did the same thing, racing after the girl.

The eels caught Jules, banging into her suit with hard heads. She was assaulted at least three times, their rock-hard heads bashing into her sides and kidneys, before her right foot thrusters cut out, sending her into an underwater spiral.

She caught a glimpse of Kira in the distance, and Slate was telling Jules they were on the shore. She barely registered the words as she spun away from the underwater attack.

“Kira’s coming! Bring her out!” Jules managed to shout at Slate through her mic, and when she finally stabilized herself, she was surrounded.

She tried to thrust upwards, toward the light managing to seep through the fathoms of water, but was cut off by ten or so of the thick, armless monsters.

Jules tried again to use her powers, but the tank was empty. Everything was calm for a moment; none of the agitated monsters moved. They kind of floated there, paused in time. She noticed a few of them flick a tail, and she knew that wasn’t the case. A brave eel, not the largest, but a tenacious one, pressed through the rest of the school and tested her, swimming between her legs.

Then another, and another, until at least six raced at her at the same time. Three struck her in the chest, and one in the left arm. Her EVA held, but she wouldn’t be able to last much longer under this duress.

“Jules, we’re almost there,” her Uncle Zeke’s voice told her, giving her hope she could make it out of this alive. Jules glanced at her hand, almost stunned to see the pulse pistol remaining in her grip. She began firing it, not randomly, but at the largest of the groups. They were waiting behind the eager younglings, and she thought that if she could scare the elders off, the rest would follow.

More blasts cut through the water, their pulses flaying a couple eels right next to her. Blood and guts muddied the area, and she used her thrusters to arc away through an opening in the eels’ perimeter.

“We’re here! Move behind us!” Dean shouted, firing side by side with Slate. They carved a path, and she took it, shooting herself past her friends. They continued firing, and soon Dean was on her tail as she sought freedom at the shoreline. When she was sure Slate was following, she pushed through the water, breaching the surface, and Extel and Canni were there, grabbing hold of her wrists and dragging her to the rocky beach.

Dean was right behind her, clambering out, water dripping from his EVA as he lay beside her on the wet stones. Slate emerged from the water, tossing his weapon a few yards ahead and dropping to Jules’ other side. The three of them stared up at the darkening sky, breathing heavily.

Slate popped his helmet off first, then Dean, and Jules finally did as well, only when she was sure the danger was gone. That had been close. Too close. Her powers had failed, after being unstable for the last few months. She attempted to feel the rush of the Iskios, but there was nothing but an empty cistern where it usually sat waiting.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Thank us?” Slate asked. “You risked yourself to save your classmates, then fought the enemy even when the odds were stacked against you. I’d say that was very Gatekeepers of you.”

“You think?” Jules asked.

“I do. And you know something else?” Slate sat up, getting to his feet. Dean and Jules stood too, their helmets under their arms. Wet packs sat in piles near Wentle’s boots.

“What?”

“It was a classic Parker move,” Slate told her, and she beamed with pride. It was the highest compliment her dad’s long-time friend and sidekick could have given her.

She didn’t reply, but did catch the grin from Dean. “Slate, isn’t it a little early to be so dark outside?”

Slate peered to the sky. “I’d say so. Their days are only about eight hours of sunlight in this region, this time of year, but the darkness is something else. I think we’re about to be hit with a storm.”

Jules almost felt the electricity in the air, and even though the cloud cover was thin and light gray, she knew her uncle was right. “In that case, we better find some cover before we’re hit.” She took the time to assess where they were. Their eventual destination had been across the mountain range, but they were some distance from it.

“I’d say we have twenty kilometers before we reach our target,” Dean said, staring at the mountain peaks.

The lake’s edge was calm, the water showing none of the dangers lurking below the reflective surface. The beach led to a field, which was surrounded by thick gray conifers, rising like giant Christmas trees. They reminded Jules of her parents’ farmhouse on Earth, and she suddenly missed her family with a deep ache of her chest.

“Come in, Loweck. Come in, Suma.” Slate tried his mic, but received nothing in return.

“Who did this?” Jules asked.

“I have no idea. There shouldn’t have been anyone left, especially not someone firing lander-crushing missiles.” Slate’s chin lowered, and he spoke much softer. “I hope Loweck and the others are all right.”

“I’m sure they are,” Jules assured him.

“I’m scared,” Kari said, seeming younger than she was. She was at least two years older than Jules, but you’d never know it by the way her lips were quivering.

“I know. We all are,” Slate told the girl.

“What are we going to do?” This from the Keppe boy. He was turned from them, staring toward the mountains.

“We go on. If we have any hope of being tracked by Suma and Loweck, we need to make it to our goal. They know where we were heading, and that’s where they’ll search when they can’t reach us.” Slate was confident, and the others were buying into it. Jules, on the other hand, was concerned for their well-being. If someone had targeted their ship, why wouldn’t they have attempted to destroy the other two vessels as well? But she decided to keep that to herself, because the conjecture wasn’t going to help any of them.

“Did we manage to bring everything?” Slate asked, leaning over the few packs. “Where is the… we don’t have much food. I think we left one of the packs on the ship.”

“It was such a hurry, I think I dropped it,” Wentle admitted.

“It’s okay, Wentle. We’ll manage. With any luck, we’ll cross the twenty kilometers in two days, no problem. We have enough to last us that long,” Slate said, but Jules picked up the worry in his tone. No one else seemed to notice, and they were all full of nervous excitement at the looming adventure.

“Slate, do we know what’s out there?” Jules asked, pointing to the trees and beyond.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t have time to study the wildlife. I didn’t expect this.” He looked abashed at his unpreparedness.

“Don’t sweat it, boss,” Dean said, grinning.

“Okay, kid. Everyone good?” Slate walked to each of the kids, patting their suits, and checking to make sure they were all healthy enough to make the trek. When he was satisfied, he took the lead. “Stay near one another. We’re like old-school Gatekeepers. Think of this as an exploratory mission on a strange new world.”

Jules heard a shriek carry over the lake, the terrible noise echoing the vast distance, and she somehow knew this wasn’t going to be a walk in the park. This was life and death, and they also had the person who fired the missile at them to deal with if they survived the wild.

With one last attempt, Jules squeezed her eyes shut, but her abilities remained dormant.

____________

“I hope you slept well?” Frasier said it like a question.

“Not too bad for someone locked in a cabin,” Magnus told him.

“You understand we’re only taking a few precautions. It won’t always be like this,” the man assured us. He rubbed his trimmed, gray-flecked beard, and poured us coffee in the kitchen of the main villa. It wasn’t what you’d expect from a new home; the kitchen was all red clay tiles and ornate finishes, and we sat at a small round wooden table meant for four. Amada eventually opened the door and greeted Frasier quietly. She didn’t say a word to me or Magnus.

“Amada, care for a cup of coffee?” he asked. I noted he had a fire in the kitchen’s hearth, and a French press to use when the water was hot enough. I was about to tell him a coffee maker would be much simpler, when I tried the steaming beverage. It was the best coffee I’d ever tasted.

“Cream is from the goats in the field. What do you think?” he asked.

Magnus tried it before I replied, and nearly spilled the cup. “This is fantastic.”

Frasier smiled and slunk into his seat. “You know, everyone thinks that technology is always the answer. We need that single-serve coffee pod that’s destroying the environment just so we can save five minutes, before we drive an hour in traffic to a job we hate. Sending emails, answering phone calls, and sucking up to a boss who dislikes you as much as he dislikes his wife and kids.

“With the Kraskis’ attacks, then the Bhlat invasion, we had a real chance to turn the tides. Why must humans always revert to what they know?” Frasier asked.

“It’s engrained in us,” I said.

“No, that’s not it. You know why we have cities with tall buildings, and robots doing our manufacturing, and hovertrains flying around?” Frasier looked at me closely, and I suddenly worried he’d placed me on the train.

“Capitalism,” Magnus said.

Frasier slapped the table, spilling my coffee over the edges of the cup, and he pointed at my big friend. “Give the grand prize to Mr. Nilsson. Amada, tell him what he’s won.”

Amada made no move to play along with her leader’s boisterous ways.

“We always build more and more because of greed. Even when we had no currency after New Spero, everyone doing anything was under the impression that currency was going to make a comeback. Do you know how hard it is to have a socialist utopia? It’s not feasible, not with the greed corrupting our race,” Frasier said.

This was some heavy discussion for six in the morning, but I took another drink of coffee, feeling the caffeine enter my brain, perking me up. I almost gave myself away by talking about the Alliance credits, but held myself back in the nick of time. “I used gold to get here,” I told him. Some people on Earth were still using the ancient commodity in trade, especially for unsanctioned travel.

“See? Even the ones outside the colonies are using ways to make money. The Restorers don’t believe in currency as it’s always been used, but we don’t have all the answers yet,” Frasier admitted.

“So if Earth had no technology, if you will, how would the society be governed?” Magnus asked.

Frasier shrugged in an exaggerated motion. “How should I know? I only have a plan to stop us from destroying ourselves once again. It won’t be up to me to pick up the pieces after,” he said.

I caught something in his eyes as he watched our reactions. It could have been fear, or maybe, more specifically, resignation.

“You don’t expect to survive this, do you?” I asked softly, and Amada’s chair pushed away enough to make it squeak on the tile.

Frasier glanced at his right-hand woman. “I don’t know what will happen, but I’m ready to die for my cause. If I can save thousands, millions even, then yes, I’ll gladly sacrifice my life.”

I knew he meant it. He was serious about this and adamant he was doing the right thing. This made him even more dangerous than I’d expected. The other thing was, part of me couldn’t blame him. He was right about some of it. Humans were greedy, but there were ways around it. Sure, everyone had to work and put the effort in on Haven, but since the Kold had been expelled, it was a safe place to live with a thriving and happy society, a dozen races of beings living among one another.

“And what about you two? Will you risk it all to be part of this?” Amada asked, speaking for the first time. Her voice was low and gravelly, like she hadn’t drunk water in a year or so.

I swallowed a sip of coffee and sneaked a glance at Magnus, who answered for us. “Sure, why the hell not. This world has gone to hell in a handbasket, returned, and dipped back below. Let’s make it a better place to live. I’m in.”

Magnus had a way with words, and I kept my reply simple. “I’ll do what needs to be done.”

Frasier appraised us, as if we were diamonds and he was searching for a flaw in our cut. “Good. Let’s have something to eat, then we’re heading to Italy.”

He said the word, and I thought about the strange hoodie-wearing woman who’d stopped at our locked cabin the night before. Pisa. Were we going to Pisa?

“Where to?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

“You’ll find out soon enough, Don.” Frasier and Amada stood, leaving us at the table.

I locked gazes with Magnus, and he let out a puff of air from his cheeks. “Looks like we’re doing that road trip we’ve been waiting for.”


Thirteen

I saw why they wanted the hovertrain. It settled to the ground a kilometer from the main villa, and the four of us stood there, waiting to board. Several armed guards were standing along a worn path halfway between us and the incoming transportation vessel, but they were relaxed, their weapons resting at their sides.

“Have you ever seen something so wonderful?” Frasier asked, nodding toward the train. I’d bet it was the very same one I’d been kicked off of only a week or so ago.

“I can’t say that I have,” I told him.

“I prefer a boat with sails,” Magnus said.

“I like that. Maybe one day you and I can sail the Greek isles,” he said, clapping Magnus on the back.

“When it’s all over, you mean?” Magnus asked, probably trying to fish for information.

“That’s right. When it’s all over.” Frasier picked up a beige bag and slung it over his shoulder. Magnus and I took our meager belongings and followed the man onto the hovertrain. “It’s a shame we won’t be able to use things like this great train soon. I may be an advocate for the Old World ways, but there’s something magical about traveling across Europe in a couple of hours on this luxury vessel.”

I filed his words away. He was saying that things like the hovertrain wouldn’t function. I wondered if that meant he was going to unleash some sort of electromagnetic pulse or nuclear device. I had to remember that as calm and collected as Frasier was, he was a terrorist, and was willing to do anything to meet his goals, self-sacrifice included. That made him the most dangerous type of adversary.

It was the same train, and I found myself sitting in the exact seat I’d been in with Mary and Hugo days ago. Magnus plopped onto the opposite seat, and Amada disappeared into the front of the train, where the pilot was tucked away.

Magnus ran a hand over the wooden table between us and nodded his acceptance of the woodwork. “I could get used to this,” he said.

“Don’t bother,” Frasier suggested, and Magnus only nodded along.

The train lifted from the ground, and I stared out the window, seeing birds lift off by the dozens, becoming dark shapes against the bright blue sky. It was a beautiful day, and as we rose, I saw a wonderfully overgrown Spanish landscape through the panes. Maybe they were onto something. The world was much calmer and healthier without human interference.

It wasn’t long before we were over water, the sea rolling with whitecaps near the coast as it battered the rocky cliffs.

Magnus and I didn’t know where we were headed, but the initial information Paul had gathered assumed their headquarters was in Italy, so maybe this made sense. I was curious if we’d find ourselves anywhere near Pisa, or how that woman was planning on meeting us there. It was a bit of a hike from the villa in Spain.

“What’s the job?” Magnus asked, skipping by the small talk.

Frasier eyed him, as if weighing whether to say anything or not. “Nothing too large. New Rome is the only major center of Italy. There are over two million people living there. Did you know they moved the Vatican?”

“I didn’t,” I said, and truthfully, I wasn’t aware of that.

“Old Rome remains,” he told us.

“Like every city, right?” Magnus asked. “I mean, they’re all still there.”

“The Restorers have a stronghold there,” he told us.

“That makes sense. If I think about the Old World, that’s it,” I told him.

“Exactly. We have some planning to do, but you two are making a stop in Florence,” he said.

“What’s in Florence?” I asked.

“Did you know there’s a space station in orbit around Earth? It was built not long after the Event, constructed using blueprints found on the Kraski ships.” Frasier pulled a toothpick from his pocket and stuck it in his mouth.

I remembered the station, all right. We’d been escorted there when we’d returned from chasing Leslie and Terrance to Haven, then tried to stop the Bhlat from finding out about us. It was too late, and Mae had been killed. We’d learned that seven years had transpired on Earth as a result of the wormhole we’d passed through while on the station, and that Patrice Dalhousie had left for New Spero. It wasn’t long after that we flew away from Earth to join our friends on our new world, and I’d never returned to the station.

I honestly hadn’t thought of it in a long time.

“I think I heard something about it a long time ago. Is it operational?” Magnus asked.

“I saw a TV special on it when they were first building it,” I told Frasier. “Who’s up there?”

“We’ll get to that later. For now, all you need to know is one of the engineers was from Florence. You’re going to his office and retrieving the details of the project,” Frasier said.

Patrice had told me it was a very hush-hush type project; all the work was done behind closed doors, with everything kept private. The main reason was so no one could access the system. From orbit, a station like that would be able to do some serious damage to the world below if control was in the wrong hands.

I was beginning to comprehend what Frasier was planning but didn’t think I had the full picture. We’d need to play along.

“This seems like a real job. You sure you want to send two rookies in?” Amada asked him.

Frasier smiled at her. “They aren’t going in alone, my dear. That’s where you come in.”

She clenched her teeth, the jaw muscles bunching up, but she didn’t rebuke him. She only nodded acceptance of the role, and I knew Frasier wasn’t a man to be trifled with. His people deferred to him, even strong-willed ones like Amada.

Magnus was built for jobs like this, and he scratched his head, playing the curious newcomer. “I don’t understand what you want us to do. We go to Florence, and what? Find his office? Do you know where it is?”

Frasier shook his head. “No, but we have his home address. At least, where he used to live before he left and abandoned Earth with all the other traitors.”

“Where did you find his name?” I asked.

“That’s none of your concern, Larson. You’ll hit his house, find where the office is, and locate any plans or data you can on the station. He was the lead on the project, so there has to be something,” Frasier said, his voice dripping with desperation. It was clear this step was crucial to his mission, but if that was the case, why wasn’t he doing it himself? Before I’d finished the thought, Magnus was asking that very question.

“If you know this, why didn’t you retrieve it already? Personally?” Magnus asked.

“Because it just so happens, the details conveniently crossed my desk three days ago, and I have another issue to attend in Rome. Old Rome,” he said. “Can you please stop asking so many questions? You’re to obey Amada from here on.”

“Are we allowed guns?” Magnus asked.

“You’ll be given weapons before you disembark.” Frasier wagged his eyebrows. “Florence isn’t what it used to be.”

I peered out the window to see we were no longer above the sea, and the train was beginning its descent. Pisa was already behind us. The land was checkered, lots divided into crops and the rolling hillsides of the gorgeous Tuscany region.

“We’re going to drop you two kilometers from Alfonsi’s property, in case we draw attention. You never know where those Colonist spies will be. They have eyes and ears everywhere, it seems,” Frasier said, and my temperature instantly spiked. Magnus appeared cool as a cucumber as the train’s trajectory slowed before stopping at a hover above a dirt road.

I tried to recall the name Alfonsi from Patty’s discussions on the space station, and thought it was vaguely familiar. Frasier stood near the exit and pulled his duffel out, unzipping the top. He passed a Glock 9MM to Magnus, along with a holster, and gave me an old rifle. “Hope you don’t need to use it.” I grunted as he passed it into my chest.

“What’s the plan after we’re done?” I asked, and Frasier pointed at Amada, who’d already hopped to the road, her boots kicking up some dirt.

“She knows what to do,” Frasier said, his words having a sense of finality I didn’t like.

“See you on the other side,” Magnus said, jumping to the ground. I climbed after him, and Frasier shut the door before the hovertrain lifted away, heading south as it rose higher and higher into the clear morning sky.

“Two kilometers. Which way?” Magnus asked.

Amada checked something written on her hand, and without another word, started jogging away from us, heading east, which took us toward the city. We were a ways out, and likely this Alfonsi character lived in the suburbs.

“I suppose we’d better follow her,” I said, and Magnus stuck a hand out, stopping me.

“We have to be careful here. I have a feeling we’re disposable once they have what they’re searching for,” he warned me.

“I’m thinking the same thing,” I told him. “We’ll be prepared.”

“Deal.” Magnus strapped the holster to his belt and jammed his gun in before chasing after Amada. It wasn’t hard to see where she’d gone, as a cloud of dust from the rough road led us in her direction. On the narrow road’s left edge was a fence of moss-covered square stones; on the right a barbed wire fence. Both were lined with huge thriving cypress trees.

It smelled good here, thick with vegetation and hearty, like anything could grow. I was chasing after Magnus, eating both his and Amada’s dust, when I sneezed. I stopped, wiping my nose, when I heard the gunshot. Magnus stopped ahead, lowering and crouching against the waist-high stone wall.

I heard Amada speaking before I saw her, but she was clearly angry. Her arms were raised in the air, her rifle on the road. Three people were walking toward Amada, one with a shotgun in her hands. A man with long black hair had a bat resting on his shoulder, and he smiled from ear to ear. I couldn’t hear their conversation, but tense words were had, possibly in Italian.

The third was another man, this one bald with round-rimmed glasses. He had a handgun, something small in his palm, and he pointed it nervously around them, as if he expected people to poke out of the cypress trees to assist Amada.

“What do we do?” I asked. I didn’t want to kill these people, because technically, they were only protecting themselves. Amada was running in their land with a gun, but really, they weren’t a sanctioned colony, so there were no real laws out here.

Magnus was clearly considering the options. “We take them out.”

“Fine, but I’m going on the record as saying this is a bad idea,” I told him.

I was about to follow Magnus into battle when the sound of an engine roared to life, and two more people arrived. They hopped out of an old truck, and the man with glasses zip-tied Amada’s hands behind her back.

“We’re too late. I don’t want to risk it,” Magnus said. “We follow them.”

“And how are we going to find out where they took her?” I asked.

Magnus rolled his eyes and gestured toward a hillside beyond the run-down homes and overgrown fields. “See the smoke? That’s where they are,” he said, as if this was the most obvious thing in the world.

“Fine. Have it your way.” I watched from my hiding spot as the truck kicked rocks behind its spinning tires, and tore down the road toward the outdoor fires.

____________

They’d managed to travel only three kilometers before having to break for the night, and it was obvious Slate had been hoping for more. Jules watched as the others began climbing out of their EVA suits. They looked like a sad bunch of students. They were supposed to be the best and brightest the Academy had to offer, but here they were, sniveling and fussing like they were about to die.

Jules closed her eyes, imagining her father talking to her about their situation. He would tell her to be strong and remind her that the other kids didn’t have the advantages and experience she did. That maybe some of them would bring different skills to the table that Jules couldn’t, and that not everyone dealt with pressure as well as others. He would tell her to give them the benefit of the doubt, and when she opened her eyes, the anger at Kira’s tears and the annoyance at Wentle’s shaking hands were gone, replaced by a desire to lead them as she knew she could.

“Here, let me help you with that,” she told Extel Four, setting her helmet in the pile beside the makeshift shelters Slate and Dean were erecting.

“Thank you, Jules,” Extel said.

“Anytime.”

“No, I mean for everything. You really kept most of us alive out there, and I won’t forget that,” Extel said.

Jules smiled at the Inlorian girl. “I’m glad everyone is okay. We’ll make it to the destination, and Professor Suma or Loweck will be there waiting for us.”

“Do you really think so?” Wentle asked, buzzing as he brushed off his jumpsuit.

“Sure, why not?” Jules said.

“What if they were attacked too? We’d have died if the water didn’t break our fall,” Canni said.

Jules understood their concerns, because she shared them, but it wasn’t the time for speculation. “We’ll revisit that if we have to. For now, we focus on helping Slate get us there in one piece, deal?”

“Deal,” Kira said, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. “What can we do?”

“We can prepare something to eat, and since we’re low on water, we can filter some from the stream across camp,” Jules told them. It felt good to be doing chores, and soon she had them each on a task. By the time Slate and Dean had finished setting up their shelter for the night, Jules had started a fire, and they were sitting on makeshift chairs, which were really only broken tree stumps with moss cushions. The moss had been Extel’s idea, something her mother used to do when they spent time in the wild at home.

“Great work, team.” Slate eyed the camp and sniffed at the food packets that were heating up. “Tell me one of those is stew.”

“I already called the stew,” Dean said.

“I don’t think so, kid. You can have the…” Slate stopped as the sound of a ship raced overhead.

Jules didn’t wait for him to say anything. She ran from camp, leaving everyone behind, and headed for the open field she’d scouted half an hour ago. She only caught the tail end of the ship in the dark sky, but she knew it wasn’t theirs. Its thrusters were orange, and the ship was huge, far bigger than the transport vessels left by the Nirzu.

“Did you see it?” Slate asked, panting as he stopped beside her.

“I did, but it wasn’t us. I didn’t like the look of it,” Jules told her uncle.

“Describe it,” he told her.

“It was long, thin, and cylindrical,” she said. “Orange thrusters.”

Even in the waning light, she saw Slate pale. “Are you sure?”

“I think so,” Jules said.

“It can’t be. He shouldn’t be here,” Slate said. “Plus, it may be another ship. There are a lot of cylinder-shaped ships, right?”

Jules shrugged. “Maybe. I haven’t seen many.”

“I wish your dad was here. He had a way with this guy,” Slate said.

Jules tapped him on the shoulder, trying to garner his full attention. “Uncle Zeke, who is it?”

“You know Karo and Ableen?” he asked.

“Of course I do! Who is it?”

“Well, you know the story about us freeing Ableen from the Collector?” Slate asked.

Jules did; it was one of her favorite stories from Papa’s adventures. “I remember.”

“I think that might have been him.” Slate stared into the dark sky, and Jules’ jaw dropped as the implications hit her.


Fourteen

“The Collector?” Jules’ heart rate picked up as she tried to recall the stories about the strange alien hoarder. She remembered her father telling her about the glass cases that Ableen and countless others had been stuck behind, frozen in time. He’d said there was even a human aboard, but from a long-ago era.

“What’s a collector?” Wentle asked. He must have sneaked up on them, noiselessly. Jules would have to remember that he had that particular skill.

“Never mind,” Slate said. “We don’t know for sure, and I hate speculation. We continue to our target.”

Jules followed him to camp. The others were sitting around the fire, food in their laps, and they watched the incoming threesome with interest.

“What was it?” Dean asked.

“A ship,” Slate answered.

Dean rolled his eyes. “We know that much. Was it one of ours?”

“I don’t think so. We’re going to have to keep a lookout for it, okay, team?” Slate asked.

“Why are you so angry all of a sudden?” Jules asked him.

“I just… it can’t be him, can it?” Slate asked her, as if she might have the answers. She didn’t.

“I have no clue. Didn’t you leave him across that dimensional field or whatever?” Jules asked.

Dean was there, appearing between them. “Come on, guys. Tell me what this is all about.”

Jules knew he wasn’t going to let it drop, and she saw Slate’s shoulders slump slightly as he conceded.

“The Collector. Do you remember the stories from when we were kids?” Jules asked him.

“Sure. My dad was there too. So was Suma… and you, Slate, right?” Dean asked.

The others were eating but listening with interest. “I was there.”

“And Karo met Ableen. Oh man, Barl and the quadruplets wouldn’t be alive if our dads and Slate hadn’t been there that day. Weren’t you searching for a portal or something?” Dean asked Slate.

“We were stuck on the other side of the Cloud nebula that sent us across to another dimension, where we found you and your parents, if you recall.”

Dean smiled. “I remember. I was so excited when Uncle Dean came to visit. I don’t think I really understood what was happening.”

Slate nodded along. “It was pretty scary. Add in the freaky Collector and things were even stranger. But we escaped, and he took off. We didn’t think he’d be able to leave the nebula.”

“Didn’t he create the trap?” Jules asked.

“The Cloud?” Slate shook his head. “No. He claimed that was beyond his capabilities.”

“What about the Collector? Is he the only one?” Dean asked. The other kids were huddled around, eating their dinner nervously. Wentle hadn’t touched his food yet.

“He admitted there were others like him,” Slate said.

“Meaning there’s a chance this one isn’t the same Collector. What if he has more Theos? Think about all the races on board their ships that we could free. We’d be returning life to them.” Jules brightened at the thought.

“I love your enthusiasm, but we narrowly escaped the first time, and at this moment, the odds are against us and our motley crew,” Slate said, and Jules saw the emotions shift in the other students. Slate must have noticed too, because he corrected his statement. “Not that you all aren’t capable or anything. We just don’t have the resources needed to sneak onto a Collector’s ship and rescue anyone.”

“If we find Suma and Loweck, we might be able to,” Jules said.

“Loweck!” Slate stood up, looking to the darkening sky.

Jules stared with him. “Do you think he…”

“He’ll want her. She’s something… different. He wouldn’t have someone quite like Loweck.” Slate’s gaze lowered, meeting Jules’ stare. “Or you. Oh, no. The Iskios.”

Jules picked up what he was putting down. The Collector might be here for her. “How would he have known we were coming here?”

“Maybe he didn’t. Maybe he came for one of the Nirzu,” Kira said meekly.

“It could be, but they’ve been on this world a long time. I suspect he’s already snatched one up,” Slate told them.

“What about my people? Does he have a Padlog?” Wentle asked.

“Or a Keppe?” This from Canni. They were all getting on board: slightly less scared, and more interested in avenging the trapped bodies stuck behind glass for eternity.

“They had each of your people, including an Inlorian and a Molariun.” Slate looked at Extel Four and Kira. “He doesn’t have an Iskios, as far as I’m aware. He would likely stop at nothing to have such a prize. He thought of himself as a god, and adding the only remaining Iskios to his collection would affirm his delusions.”

“Maybe he is a god,” Jules said.

“I don’t think so. I’ve seen a lot of things, kid, and the Collector was nothing more than an arrogant sentient gas bag, using a clay dummy like a bad ventriloquist act. But he’s dangerous, so we have to be cautious.” Slate returned his gaze to the sky, and Jules glanced up too, seeing clouds break apart to reveal a bright starry night.

“Do you think the others are okay?” Jules asked her uncle quietly.

“I don’t know, but we’re going to find out.” He sat down, finding his package of dinner, and Jules accepted one from Kira. The girl smiled softly at her, and Jules thanked her, starting to eat the mushy vegetables and bland bleached protein.

Dean was beside Jules, and he finished eating first, tossing the burnable container into their fire. They had a device set up around the fire. Slate wasn’t taking any chances. It blocked the flames from sight above, and sucked up the smoke at the same time.

Jules expected an argument from Slate, but he nodded in concession. “Wake me in three hours. I’ll take it from there. Dawn comes in seven, and I want us ready to move as soon as there’s enough light. Everyone clean up, and then it’s bedtime. We’re going to make more distance tomorrow. Clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Wentle said, and the others copied him.

“Good. Have a good sleep.” Slate stopped, clasping Dean on the shoulder. “Be careful. Be diligent. Anything out of the ordinary, wake me.”

Jules watched their leader head into his compact shelter, and in a matter of minutes, they heard his soft snoring.

“That didn’t take long,” Kira said.

“He can sleep through anything. Everyone ready for sleep?” Jules asked.

“I am. I haven’t been this tired in my life,” Extel said, helping Jules tidy the area. The less they had to do in the morning, the faster they could break camp down and start moving. Jules would make sure they were a stronger team tomorrow. Looking at the group of students, she could tell the tears were a thing of the past. It was amazing how quickly people acclimated to new situations.

“Good night, Dean,” Jules said after making sure everyone else made it into their tents. The fire was out, and Dean leaned against a smooth tree trunk, its branches bereft of any leaves. He was watching the skies in the direction she’d spotted the cylindrical ship.

“Night, Jules.”

Jules left him, finding her sleeping bag, and a few minutes later, she was inside, feeling the insulated heat fill her body. She hadn’t realized how cold she was until now, and she closed her eyes, letting the warmth lull her to sleep.

Her last thoughts were of the warning and the cry for her attention in the mountains. Her eyes burned hot and green as she lay there, but she was hardly aware as sleep found her.

____________

It was nighttime, crickets ceaselessly chirping their song as we neared the camp. So far we’d spotted two sentries, and at least a hundred people within their little village. I’d been so blind to what was really happening on Earth. All we’d done was discuss the progress of the main colony cities, Paul happy to leave the outliers alone as long as it was reciprocated.

What we’d really done was allow chaos and gangs to rule anything outside the sanctioned cities. It all had a terrible post-apocalyptic feel to it, and judging by the amount of guns these people were posturing with, they weren’t a super-friendly group.

“What do you see?” I asked Magnus. He was far more prepared for a situation like this than I was, and at that moment, I was thrilled I’d agreed for him to come along. At the same time, I wished we were both home, with someone else left to deal with this. Only there was no one else we could push into doing this mission.

“I count one-twenty, but it’s dark, and there could be more inside the structures.” Magnus passed me his binoculars from his pack, and I pressed the metal to my eyes. “See beyond the fires? Those three stone buildings? I think that’s where they live. The ones on the right have vehicles.”

“Where did they find fuel?” I asked, knowing gas would have spoiled or evaporated long ago.

“I’m going to guess they stole tech from the cities. You know those reports Paul sends once a month?”

I nodded, watching the people around the bonfire in the middle of their camp as I did so. “Sure. I see them.”

“Those are reports from each colony. They have all sorts of information in there, and I opened a file once to see what the heck he was really sending to us. It had details of missing inventory, but I thought nothing of it. I bet if we look close enough, the Restorers and these other groups have been bribing colonists, or stealing what they can.”

“I think you’re right,” I told him. “I’ve never looked at them.”

“Have you located Amada yet?” Magnus asked me.

I moved the binoculars around, trying to see the Spanish woman, but came up empty. “Everyone is heading into the barn at the end of the road.” They were filing away from the fire, heading toward the old barn. In the darkness, it was tough to tell what color the barn was, but I had to guess classic red, judging by the shade.

Magnus accepted the binoculars from me, and I grabbed my pack. “I think we know where to find Amada.”

“We’d better take the long route around. I didn’t see anyone along the south edge of their camp. Since there’s no roadway there, they probably don’t guard it. I don’t suspect a lot of people come trudging into camp from that hillside.” Magnus slipped the binoculars away, and slung his pack over his shoulders. He patted the Glock strapped around his chest.

I held my rifle in my hands, and we began the trek around the base. We were off the gravel road, climbing over a short stone fence. The ground was uneven here, the shrubbery tall and angry. My arms were scratched as we walked past the layer of prickly plants, finally breaking free into open air on the other side. It would be difficult for anyone watching from camp to see us here, and that was exactly what we wanted.

“How far is this engineer’s place?” Magnus asked.

“I’m not sure. Amada was supposed to lead us there. I’d guess only two or three kilometers,” I suggested quietly.

“Then we better get her out of there,” Magnus said.

I had no idea how we were going to accomplish that, with over a hundred of the villagers surrounding her. She might already be dead, but that wasn’t likely. People like this would want answers, and something to better their livelihood. They’d probably spotted the hovertrain, and were hoping to score big with Amada. Or they thought she’d been sent to spy on them, which was a higher possibility.

The ground grew harder to traverse, and I had to watch each step as I avoided rocks and animals’ burrowing holes. Something moved behind me, and I stopped, aiming my rifle at the source in the dark.

“Dean, it’s a cow,” Magnus said in a rushed whisper. He added a light laugh, and I saw the cow walking over toward us.

“Great. I have to watch out for cow pies too?”

A gunshot rang out. The loud bang carried over the fields, the hillside making it difficult to hear where it came from. Magnus didn’t seem to have that issue. “That was from the barn.”

“We might be too late,” I said, hurrying my steps. The night was fully upon us, and the sky was cloudless. The moon was over three quarters full, and the stars were bright and sparkling, guiding our way over the edge of their camp. It took another ten minutes, but we arrived behind the barn. It was the last structure on their property, and we stopped, sweating and out of breath, trying to regain some composure before sneaking the rest of the way.

Magnus pulled out his binoculars again, crouching in the bush as he scouted the next part of our mission. “There’s one guard behind the barn, and another in front.”

“What’s the play?” I asked.

“Bait and switch,” Magnus said, and I nodded, understanding. I removed my bag, kept my rifle, and stepped closer to the barn, staying beyond the bush and fence. Once I was close enough for the guard to hear me, I began to rustle in the brambles.

“C'è qualcuno??” a voice asked in what I could only guess was Italian.

I stopped, waiting for him to come over. “Ciao?” His footsteps were close, and I stood as Magnus arrived behind the guard. He used the butt of his gun to clock the man in the back of the neck, sending him to the ground. I was there, catching the man and dragging him toward the bush.

I unbuttoned the man’s dark green jacket and slipped it on. Magnus unclasped the man’s belt and used it to tie his hands behind him. He pulled a sock and tape from his bag, and gagged the unconscious form, leaving his body hidden in the bush. Magnus stuffed the gear into his pack and wiped his hands off. He’d done this all surprisingly quickly.

“Been a while. I used to have a knack for this kind of thing.” His voice was so low, I almost didn’t hear it.

“I think you still have it, my friend,” I assured him, slipping into the jacket. I took the man’s handgun, some old European thing I’d never seen before, and left my rifle with my pack, a safe distance from the barn.

Voices carried to us from inside the outbuilding, and we moved to the side of the structure. The wood was musty, rotting slightly, and moss clung to the outer edges of the once-white windowsills. Magnus arrived first, pressing against the wall and staying low. I copied his posture, and we listened before looking.

There was one person talking, and I couldn’t understand them. I suddenly wished for my translator earpiece, but we hadn’t brought them, because we knew the Restorers would search our bags. “Something about danger. They’re asking her if danger comes with her, or…” Magnus was good with languages and claimed to have worked with an Italian man for a few years. He mostly knew swear words, apparently.

Magnus stood, peering into the window. He motioned for me to join him, and I did, staring through the grimy glass into the barn. It was full of people standing in a circle. It was hard to see her, but I spotted Amada in the middle of the group. Her hands were bound and pulled toward the ceiling. I hoped her feet were on the ground, and I saw the rope was taut around a thick wooden ceiling beam.

One of the men was walking around the center of the group, talking. It was the man we’d seen on the street, with the round spectacles on. His hands were moving animatedly as he spoke in Italian, and finally I heard him change his speech.

“How about English? Do you speak English?” he asked with a heavy accent. “What are you doing here? Where do you come from? Answer!” His hand snaked out, slapping her face.

My nails dug into my palms as I made an angry fist. I might not be on the same side as Amada and the Restorers, but I definitely didn’t like any man hitting a defenseless person.

Magnus grabbed my arm and shook his head. “We wait.” He stayed watching. “If we can.”

I saw Amada turn her head, spitting out blood, and the man removed his glasses, folding them up and setting them into his breast pocket. “What are you doing here?” he asked again, this time stepping right up to her.

She didn’t avoid his penetrating stare.

“We have to act now,” I told Magnus.

“They’ll leave her soon. I know how this works. They try to intimidate her with their full force, and when she doesn’t talk, they’ll desert her for hours, before one or two of them return to interrogate her.” Magnus seemed to have this all figured out, but I wasn’t positive he was right in this case. The man appeared ready to unleash fury on the bound captive.

A gun appeared in his hand, and the crowd started to cheer. I glanced around them, really taking them in for the first time. They were an assortment of men and women, whose ages ranged from teenagers to elderly. They all had the same look in their eyes: a sick kind of fervor at seeing their leader taunting Amada. I hated seeing our people in this condition but wasn’t sure what I could do about it. Maybe if they saw what it was like at one of the colonies, they’d understand that they didn’t need to live like this, in hate and lust for violence.

But maybe that wasn’t right either. Maybe this group was together because of their mutual dissatisfaction with government and rules.

My own gun was gripped tightly in my hand, and I watched as the man aimed his revolver at Amada.

I started to move, but Magnus grabbed hold of me, pinning me to the wall. He shook his head. “Trust me.”

I relented, trying to believe that Amada would survive the next few minutes. The man spoke more in Italian, and when I was sure he was about to shoot her, he lowered his weapon, receiving a few boos from his crowd of villagers. They began to file out, moving the half kilometer or so toward their fire over a well-worn path. Soon only the long-haired man with the bat and the glasses man remained, his spectacles perched on his nose once again.

“You will talk,” Glasses said in English, and turned, leaving the man with the bat alone with her. I suspected the worst, but eventually heard the leader call for the other man. “Fretta.”

The man with the bat tapped it to the barn floor and glanced around the room. I lowered quickly, hoping he hadn’t spotted us peering through the murky window. We raced to the rear of the barn, but no footsteps followed. They might search for the guard back here, but at least we’d have the element of surprise. We waited ten minutes, me hearing nothing but Magnus and my breath.

Finally, Magnus raised his hand and indicated me to follow him. We moved the long way around the barn, heading for the side door. Magnus pressed the old handle down and pushed, the door opening with a creak. He grimaced as he stepped through, his Glock raised as he moved side to side, checking both directions once inside the barn. Amada was facing the other direction, and we waited along the edge of the barn’s open room, trying to listen for a sentry. When we were confident Amada was alone, I moved toward her.

Her mouth was gagged, a thick rope tied tightly around her neck and between her teeth. Her eyes widened when I faced her, but I could tell she wasn’t shocked at seeing us. It was the person behind me who’d just entered the barn that nabbed her attention.


Fifteen

Jules woke in her tent, shaking as a result of the cold air seeping into her sleeping bag. It was dark outside, and she listened for the sounds of anyone active in their camp. Nothing but silence greeted her. She slipped from the bag and undid the tent; the fresh predawn temperature threatened to scare her back inside, but she wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and headed toward their makeshift seats near the portable fire after relieving herself.

“You’re up early,” Dean said, appearing from the far edge of camp. He was gripping a weapon and had dark bags under his eyes.

“And you don’t look like you slept at all.”

“I managed a couple hours somewhere in there.” He sat beside her on the log, resting his head in his hands.

Footsteps approached from behind them, and Dean swung around, aiming his pulse rifle in that direction.

“You better lower your weapon,” Slate said, and Dean obeyed. “Sun will be up soon. Let’s gather the troops, disassemble camp, and start moving. We have some serious time to make up.”

“Yes, sir,” Dean said.

Jules saw Slate’s tent was already folded up and likely tucked into his pack. She set to the task of waking the others, and within a few minutes, they were all groggily checking camp to ensure they hadn’t left anything behind.

“When do we eat?” Kira asked.

“When we have a few kilometers behind us. Plus, fasting is good for the body,” Slate told the girl, but she only frowned and pouted at the news. Jules heard a couple of stomachs rumbling, and found herself hungry too. By the time the star’s dim morning light had emanated through the trees, they were lined up, ready to start their journey.

“This isn’t going to be simple, students. The trees will grow denser, the ground more uneven and pitched as we near the mountain ridges in about ten kilometers. Then we’ll have to find passage through a ridge before making it to our destination. But we can do this because…. Why?”

“We’re Gatekeepers!” Canni said with a smile and a fist to his chest.

“Well, you’re almost Gatekeepers, but yes, that’s the spirit I’m after,” Slate told them, and he started forward.

Jules heard another of the animal cries behind them, from near the lake, and she could only hope the creatures stayed behind near the large water source. From the sounds of their shrieks, they weren’t a friendly bunch. Normally, Jules wouldn’t be so afraid, but with her Iskios powers gone, she felt like a scrawny, helpless thirteen-year-old. No wonder Kira was so worried about everything all the time.

The first few kilometers went slowly, as they had yesterday, and Jules saw the normally upbeat Slate take on a new persona. He was usually so patient with them in class, but being out here, wondering what had happened to Loweck and Suma, charged with the protection of their little team, he was tougher, more apt to quick snaps. It wasn’t a side she liked to see in her uncle.

“Is everyone okay?” Jules asked as Slate finally let them take a break. He went ahead to scout the land, taking nothing but his gun and leaving his pack.

“Okay?” Wentle asked. “I think my feet are going to fall off. I wish I had wings like my father. Then maybe I could fly out of here.”

“Come on, guys. This isn’t too bad,” Dean told them. “Here, let’s split a couple rations.” He found two protein bars in his pack and broke them into pieces. Jules noticed how he ate a smaller piece than any of them, without complaint.

“How much farther?” Extel Four asked. Her lower arms dangled uselessly at the side of her body, instead of moving around as she spoke.

“We’re only about seven kilometers from the lake. At least thirteen to go,” Jules said.

“Are we all rested?” Slate asked, nearing their position in the trees.

“No.” Kira stood, taking a backpack.

“No, sir,” Wentle said.

Slate stood there, hands on his hips, and shook his head. “I’ve never seen such a sorry bunch in my life. Why are you at the Academy?”

No one answered.

“I thought you all wanted to be Gatekeepers. Do you think the Gatekeepers wallow in self-pity when something turns in a bad direction?” Slate paced in front of the group, looking each of them in the eyes as he went through this speech. “Do you think Sarlun gave up when he traveled to Tharsi, only to learn the planet had lost half its gravity? No. He adapted. He helped the last colony there escape, and returned home a hero.”

“But we’re not heroes,” Wentle said meekly.

“Some of you are.” Slate stared at Jules, and her heart swelled with pride at the praise. “And all of you have it in you to become great.” He tapped Wentle in the chest with his index finger.

“Yes, sir.” Wentle stood taller. They all did, even Dean.

“So when I ask if you’re ready to finish this trip, to land in our final destination and see if the Nirzu people are alive in the mountains, and if we can assist them, or convince them to leave their world before it’s destroyed, what are you going to say?” Slate asked, placing a hand behind his left ear.

“We’re ready!” the group chorused, and Jules laughed at Slate’s expression.

“Good. Grab your things, because we move out now.” Slate grinned at Jules before turning to take the lead, marching them between the trees and toward the looming mountains.

Their pace was faster, and Jules had hope for the first time since they’d been attacked over the lake.

____________

“What do we have here?” the man with the bat asked. It was dragging on the floor behind him, his greasy black hair long and limp, his face pallid. He was like something from a nightmare.

He stared at me, then at Amada. I didn’t think he’d seen Magnus yet, who was hiding among the shadows at the side of the barn. That was good news.

“I wanted to check on the captive,” I told him.

“Wait, you’re not Alex,” he said, pointing at me. “But you’re wearing his jacket.”

“He loaned it to me. I took his shift for him,” I said, doubting this was going to work.

The man’s face scrunched as his brain fired up, trying to decipher if I was lying to him or not. “Is that so? Why haven’t I seen you before?”

I shrugged. “You haven’t been looking.”

He hefted the bat up, resting it on his shoulder. “Maybe it’s time you went back to guarding the outside. I’ll take care of things in here.”

I shook my head, disgusted at the idea of leaving the Restorer woman with the likes of this man. “I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

Magnus approached, nearly silently, but still managed to make enough noise to draw the bat man’s attention. He didn’t wait to see who it was. The guy was smart enough to sense an ambush. The bat swung hard, and Magnus dodged it. The bat swung again, this time striking Magnus in the arm. He grunted and threw his body weight at the rail-thin man, sending him to the ground. The bat flew from his grip, clattering to the floor.

I raced over, taking the bat. Magnus was on the man, and he slipped a knife from the guy’s boot, tossing it near my feet. “The ropes,” he said.

Amada let me cut the twine around her wrists, and groaned as she lowered her arms for the first time in a few hours. She stretched them out and nodded to Magnus. “Let’s leave. Now.”

Magnus stood, his foot staying on the struggling man. “What do we do with this one? Tie him up?”

Amada took the knife and walked over to the guy, his black hair stuck to his face, his eyes wide. She crouched, and a second later, the knife was through his eye. She twisted it, and his struggles stopped.

Magnus cringed at the vicious murder.

“It was better than he deserved,” Amada said, wiping the blade on the dead man’s grimy shirt. “We go.”

I glanced at the body, then at Magnus, and shrugged. “We go,” I agreed, not wanting to be here another second. Seeing her murder a man like that reiterated how dangerous the Restorers were, but at the same time, the man wasn’t there to talk to her. Amada was right. The man was a piece of garbage.

Magnus led us out the exit, and soon we were moving toward the outer stone fence. I peered toward the fire, which was half the height that it had been. There were only a couple of people around it at this late hour, but if Magnus was right, their leader in the glasses would return to talk to Amada soon enough. We needed to be long gone.

“Where’s Alfonsi’s house?” I asked her.

“That way.” She pointed east, and instead of staying along the village’s fence, we elected to hit the cow pasture, making it a shortcut. A few cows roused at the sight of us, gently mooing at our passage.

It took about ten minutes of hustling, but we were on the road once again, and moving toward the engineer’s home. It was too close to the local camp for my liking, but with any luck, we’d be able to find what we were after and notify Frasier that we were done. Once he picked us up in the hovertrain, we could leave this godforsaken place and never return.

It was another ten minutes before we found ourselves at the end of a gated drive. Here the acreages were spread out, the homes far from one another. Amada didn’t waste any time hopping the fence, and we hurried after her. Magnus and I kept glancing behind us, making sure no one was pursuing our escape.

I was glad for the clear night, because the stars guided our trip up the long dirt driveway and to the dark house beyond. It was so much different than the rustic villas and mansions around us. It appeared as though Alfonsi had torn an old building down and rebuilt a modern masterpiece in its place. The building was squat, square and black, mounted up the hillside. We jogged up the incline, and when we were finally at the entrance, Amada tested the door handle. It was locked.

I was shocked to find none of the windows were damaged. Judging by the look of the group we’d left, I would have expected them to have ransacked the entire city.

“How do we get in?” Magnus asked, but Amada was already walking around the house.

“Break the glass?” I asked, trailing after her.

“This glass is shatterproof. But…” She stopped at the side of the home, where a second door was also locked. She pulled off her right boot and rolled up her pants leg to reveal a small leather pouch. “They rarely put the same effort into the servants’ entrances as the front doors out here.”

She started to pick the lock, reminding me of Sergo. I wondered how the Padlog was doing aboard the Horizon without the captain’s presence.

A couple of minutes later, and Amada was in. I thought I heard a truck engine, and Magnus and I scanned the roads from our perch on the hill. When I didn’t see any lights, I entered the home.

It was dark, but Magnus fished a flashlight from his pack, passing it to me. I clicked it to life and aimed it forward. The floor was a shiny white marble tile, and everything seemed in order as we moved through the secondary mud room and into the main house. There were light wooden beams running along the ceiling of the living space, a massive stone-accented fireplace wall beyond.

“It looks like he went on holiday,” Magnus said.

“I know. I wonder what happened to him?” I asked.

“None of that matters. The plans. We need the plans,” Amada said tersely.

“Look, you went through a lot tonight. Let’s work together and then we can be on our way,” I told her.

She stopped and turned to face me. “You know nothing, Larson. You’re idealistic. You have a romanticized dream of a world without technology, but we live this. I saw your eyes when I killed that man. Being a Restorer is dirty work. And when we succeed, we’re going to have to live with ourselves and our actions.”

“We’ve seen more than you know,” I admitted.

“Then help me find the plans, and we can leave.”

“There’s something you’re not telling us,” Magnus said, arms crossed.

Amada stormed away. “My communicator. I lost it… they took it from me.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means I can’t contact Frasier,” she told us.

My heart sank. “So what, then? We find the plans if they’re here, and walk away? In case you haven’t noticed, there are over a hundred people that are going to be searching for us. They probably already are.”

“I know!” Amada shouted. “We’ll have to figure that out.”

“He’s in Old Rome. We’ll go there,” Magnus suggested.

“It’s dangerous here. Lots of groups like the ones we just left. We’ll head for Pisa. We have another base there. We’ll get word to Frasier then,” she told us.

Goosebumps rose on my arms at the mention of the city. Pisa. That was where our night visitor at Frasier’s complex had told us to meet her. Magnus met my gaze for a second, then broke it.

“Good idea. In that case, let’s find these plans,” Magnus said. “Let’s start on the top floor and work our way down. Stick together.”

We wound our way through the elaborate living room, past the immense kitchen, and toward the staircase at the front of the home.

“This could take a while,” Magnus suggested. “Let’s start on the left.”

We found a library and stepped inside. I shone the light across the various volumes of books, most of them appearing old and parts of matching sets. The brown leather seats were inviting, and under different circumstances, I could picture myself spending a day in there, reading and relaxing with the fireplace on.

Amada was already at the desk at the rear of the room, sifting through it, searching for hidden compartments underneath it or secreted shelves inside. Soon the desk and room were covered in papers and unimportant files not relating to the station above Earth.

I led us to the next room, and the next, and we carefully dismantled every single space we entered, trying to find the plans. When the entire upstairs was ransacked, we headed to the main level and proceeded with the same process. It was two hours later, and we’d found nothing remotely suggesting the man had ever worked on the station.

“It has to be here. All signs told Frasier it would be,” Amada said, dropping to the couch in the living room.

“What about the basement?” Magnus asked.

“These homes don’t have basements,” Amada said. “Frasier had the blueprints for the home, and there was nothing about another floor below this one.”

“Interesting.” Magnus crossed the room to the throw rug, which had been disrupted. The corner was flipped over, revealing a mismatch on the tilework.

I moved the flashlight beam to it, and Amada gasped, moving quickly to Magnus’ side. She tugged the carpet, but it was stuck under a coffee table. Magnus shoved it aside, and threw the carpet on the couch. The mismatched tile was obvious, but with the covering, no one would ever have seen it.

“Nice work, Nilsson,” she said, giving rare praise.

“All in a day’s work,” Magnus said in reply.

I crouched, searching for a handle, and when I didn’t find one, Amada pulled out the knife she’d used to kill the man with the bat. She found hinges on one end of the secret door, and pried the opposite ledge, lifting up.

Stairs greeted us, but there was nothing clean and modern about these ones. They were overgrown with cobwebs, my flashlight beam seeming to die after a few feet inside.

“Who’s going first?” Amada asked us, and Magnus and I pointed at each other at the same exact moment.


Sixteen

Jules spotted the out-of-place structure first. Her legs moved one after the other, ever forward, ever at a steep incline. They burned, and she knew the others were feeling it as much as or more than her, but no one was complaining, not since Slate had called them out on being Gatekeepers.

“Slate, over there,” she said, nodding to her right.

Slate lifted a hand and everyone stopped abruptly, Canni bumping into Dean.

“It’s a building. Way out here. It might be some sort of park ranger-type structure for the Nirzu,” Slate said hopefully.

The sun was setting beyond the mountains, visibility decreasing rapidly, and this meant they could stop for the night soon. It was the only thing keeping Jules going. They’d managed a relentless pace all day, but they’d made it over twelve kilometers. The air up here was thinner, and Jules took a deep breath as she followed Slate across the level platform on the edge of the ridge toward the building.

“Can we sleep here?” Kira asked.

“I don’t see why not.” Slate spoke as he walked. “You all have done amazingly well today. I couldn’t be prouder.”

Wentle smiled tightly, the others grinning at the small praise. Slate knew how to motivate them when necessary, and Jules tried to remember his tricks in case she ever needed to do something similar.

The place was made of a synthetic material, the same stuff Jules had seen in the city. There were glass windows throughout, but it was dark inside, telling her there were no Nirzu inside.

Slate waved Dean to him and told the others to stay put. Jules huffed internally at this but didn’t object.

“I’m so exhausted,” Kira told her, leaning her head against Jules’ arm.

“So am I. We can finally rest. Then tomorrow, we’ll arrive at our destination,” Jules said, knowing that some of their questions might be answered then. Jules closed her eyes and tried to let her powers course into her. At first, she thought there was a trickle of the Iskios energy, then it was gone. The only other time she’d felt this was after the shrunken world, with Papa. It was as if her reservoir was empty, and she worried it was gone for good.

Canni walked to the nearest wall and peered through the window. A figure appeared and banged on the glass. It was Dean, and he was laughing at Canni’s expression of fear.

Slate poked his head out the door and called them over. “We’ll stay here tonight. Let’s unpack and prepare something to eat.”

An hour later, Jules sat on a flat rock at the top of the ridge overlooking their temporary home. She wasn’t overly full, but having food in her belly was a relief. From here, she could see the peaks of the mountain they were heading for. The sunlight was gone, but the stars were bright. She watched them for a while, remembering that each of them meant life. This planet’s star was failing after so many millions of years, but because of the Alliance, the Nirzu people could live on at another world. It was all miraculous.

Tumbling rocks drew Jules’ attention, and she spotted the group hiking below the ridge, their forms tiny and distant. It looked like an army was heading for them! She raced to the building and found Slate leaning against it, sipping from his canteen.

“What is it, Jules? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he told her.

“There’s people. I can’t tell who they are in the dark,” Jules said, grabbing his wrist. She dragged him away from camp, and in three minutes or so, they were at the ridge, staring into the valley below. The people were using a makeshift switchback path and heading toward the Academy group.

“I see at least fifty of them, maybe more,” Slate said. “They carry lanterns. It has to be one of the Nirzu mountain villages.”

“Why didn’t they evacuate?” Jules asked.

“That’s what we were sent here to help with. The senator thought some of the groups weren’t even aware of what was transpiring. Not all of them use technology or communicators.” Slate stood tall and watchful at the slowly nearing people.

“What do we do?” Jules asked.

“We greet them as friends. Hope that’s enough.”

“Do you have a translator?” Jules asked. If these people didn’t use technology, then they wouldn’t be able to talk with one another.

“Good call. It’s in my pack. Can you bring it here? Tell the others to hide out until we ensure these aren’t our enemies,” Slate ordered, and Jules nodded, happy to be accommodating.

She ran to camp, filled the others in on what was happening, and told Dean to head around the ridge a ways to hide with Kira, Wentle, Extel Four, and Canni.

“Fine. Make sure Slate doesn’t bluster the welcome,” Dean said with a smile.

Jules took the portable translator and clipped it to her belt, before returning to Slate’s position.

They waited, and Jules noted how her uncle’s hand never strayed far from the pulse pistol at his hip. It took another hour before the first of the incoming group crested the hill, appearing in front of them. Slate stood there, hands up, and called his greeting. “Hello, I’m Zeke Campbell, with the Alliance of Worlds.” The translator was programmed to the Nirzu language, and a comforting stream of words echoed out from the device.

A woman’s eyes went wide, and her hands rose in the air, mimicking Slate’s. He chuckled and lowered them.

The woman spoke softly, her words passing through Jules’ translator and out in English. “Hello, the one called Zeke. I am Briler. What is the Alliance of Worlds?”

More of the Nirzu arrived, each of them wearing sturdy hand-crafted robes that Jules could tell were warm and comfortable. As the night air cooled around her, she wished she had one on.

“Who are these visitors?” a man asked. Briler whispered something to him, and he nodded, his dark-green face grim.

“What happened to you? Why didn’t you leave with the others?” Slate asked.

“This is our home. We have only ever sought peace and solace in our village. If the world dies, we shall perish with it,” the newcomer said.

Briler set a hand on the man’s arm, and he lowered his head.

“Our village has been destroyed. The ship came last night. It took Egant, our son. It destroyed our community with bright cutting blasts of light. Only half of us survived,” Briler said. “If we’d listened to the senator’s warnings, Ezzal, we’d still have our son.”

The man – Ezzal – nodded gruffly and coughed. “My wife is right, but we are Beese, the original tribe of the valleys, and by our god have offered our lives in his service. We protect the valleys, he protects us.”

“Our god is good, Ezzal,” she told him, and Jules felt like they’d walked in on a very important and private conversation.

“He will return one day. We must be here to prove our loyalty and faith,” Ezzal said.

Briler shook her head sadly. “What of Egant?”

“Perhaps that was our god returning to show his dismay,” Ezzal said.

“No. That was no god. It was a Collector. He stole your son to add to his compilation of life forms,” Slate told them.

The others were gathered around the ridge, their lanterns burning oil and flickering in the light breeze. Jules scanned the tired faces, seeing so much fear and worry on each of their expressions.

“A Collector.” Briler said it not as a question, but as a twisted understanding. “Will you help us?”

Jules smiled at her. “Of course we will. It’s what we do.”

____________

The steps creaked under my weight, and I knew it had been some years since anyone had walked into this cellar. I used my arm to brush the cobwebs away, hoping that they were only that, not immense spiders’ webs.

The wooden stairs were grimy, the particles kicking up as I slowly made my way below. There were more steps than I’d expected, but I soon found myself on the basement level, which appeared to be polished concrete. Years of dust had settled on the surface, and I used the flashlight to gather my bearings. There was a single narrow hall leading to a room with a tall, smooth white door.

Amada was right behind me, with Magnus staying upstairs as a sentry in case one of them had spotted and followed us to Alfonsi’s home.

We entered the room, finding the door unlocked, and I was surprised by the ceiling height. My flashlight shone around the space, stopping as it found a long built-in desk.

There were two computers along the edge of the underground office, and a massive flat screen was mounted to the left wall, with two comfortable chairs on the floor ten meters away from it.

“He must have done some work here,” I said, wishing I could power up the computers and television. I’d bet we’d find some 3D plans and videos of the proposed space station that still orbited Earth. I didn’t know what they wanted the plans for, and thought it was a good time to ask Amada again.

“What can Frasier possibly want with the blueprints to a space station? It seems too… far from his Old World vision,” I said.

She glanced at me, tight-lipped, but eventually, she opened her mouth and licked her dry lips. “There is much you don’t know, Larson, including his plans. When Frasier is done, we won’t have to worry about the colonies any longer. There will be no advantages there, and finally, everyone will be on an even playing field.”

Her words were cold, offensive in nature. I didn’t like them one bit. It sounded like Frasier was going to attack Paul and the many Earth colonies. We’d spent so much effort building them up, at first with the assistance of the Empress, and more recently with the funding and resources brought in from our Alliance of Worlds. The wounds of Haven were too fresh in my memory, the death of my good friend Terrance so tragic, I couldn’t stand the thought of more bloodshed, especially on Earth.

“You have something to say?” Amada asked.

I shook my head. “No. Nothing at all. I was just curious. I want to help him meet his goals, so we can push forward as a people.”

She turned from me, moving to the desk. She began to open drawers and compartments, finding nothing of note inside.

I checked the other side and found a notepad in the top drawer. Alfonsi’s initials were written on the first page of the leather-bound book. I flipped through it, finding sketches of the station, round and familiar.

There were notes inside, along with a series of long numerical passages. I tapped the page. “This could be something. Might be a passcode to a program. If I was a betting man, these computers hold everything you need to know.”

“I doubt it. He would have wiped it all,” she said.

“Why? What was so valuable in here that you…” I clued in. I remembered Clare mentioning something about an EMP-like radio transmission that the Deltra had invented. She claimed it could disrupt electrical grids from miles away and, in theory, from space. She’d mentioned that a boost through a particular crystal, the same stone used for the portals, could increase its magnitude, rendering an entire planet without electrical devices. It would fry all the components. I wasn’t clear on the exact details behind it, but it was bad.

I knew what Frasier was after, and it was serious business. My hand shook slightly as I opened a computer, knowing it wouldn’t turn on.

Amada kept searching, and when our scouring of the minimalist room came up short, she lowered to the ground, climbing under the center of the desk. She asked me to hold the light toward the middle drawer’s bottom, and she fiddled with it, skimming her fingers on it. Just when her eyes told me it was a lost cause, a piece of the wood depressed.

“You did it,” I whispered.

“Everything good in there?” Magnus’ voice boomed from upstairs.

I ran to the door. “I think we found something. We’ll be up soon!”

Amada was smiling when she crawled out, sitting on the floor with something in her hand. It was a tiny plug-in device, some sort of drive, and she pointed at my pack. “Give me your bag.”

I did as she asked. “Why?”

“Because I slipped something into it before we set off. I had a feeling one of us might be caught,” she said.

“And you thought I was the one who’d escape their capture?” I asked, standing a little taller.

“Yes. Because I assumed you were more of the run and hide kind of man than the stay and fight. Turns out you’re a little of both,” she said.

I bristled at her words but shook it off. Then she surprised me.

“I… wanted to say thank you.” She slid a compact tablet from my pack. It was buried deep inside, behind some spare socks and underwear.

“For what?”

“For coming to get me. I… you could have found this place without my help.” She waved the device in her hand. “The details were in this.”

“We weren’t going to leave you behind. That’s not how Markus and I operate.” I hoped it wasn’t too forthright. We were supposed to be nobodies from different parts of the world.

“I can see that. Frasier would have left me,” she admitted, averting her eyes. She plugged the newfound drive into the tablet, and the screen lit up. Her eyes glowed in the reflection, and her face instantly turned from upset to thrilled. “We did it. Look.”

I moved beside her, seeing the plans for the space station. It had pages and pages of white-lettered details on a black backdrop, including countless blueprints. Frasier was going to have his information. I glanced at Amada, knowing I could take the information, leaving the Restorer leader high and dry. But I’d have to kill her, or at least leave her for dead here. I couldn’t do that.

And something told me Frasier wasn’t the kind of guy to give up, even if he didn’t have this information. He’d continue to fight his fight, and eventually, he’d either succeed or hurt a lot of people trying.

“Can I see it?” I asked, taking the drive from her as she returned under the desk, making sure there was nothing else hidden inside.

Soon she was up again, snatching it from me, and I watched Amada slip the device and new drive into her pockets. She threw my pack over to me.

“Time to go,” she said.

Magnus met us at the top of the stairs, and I glanced around. “I wish we could call Frasier in.”

“Can’t.” The Spanish woman didn’t elaborate.

“There’s no other way?” Magnus asked Amada.

“My tracker. Those people took it,” she said.

“We already know that,” Magnus said, slumping to the couch.

“How far is Pisa from here?” I asked.

“Around eighty kilometers,” she said.

I groaned. “I take it we don’t have a car waiting with gas, right?”

Magnus smirked. “I have an idea. You don’t forget how to ride a bike, do you?”


Seventeen

By the time all of the migrating Nirzu settled onto the ridge, Jules counted two hundred of them. They were so different from the senator and the others from the city. These ones were all in native robes, and they used tools that were archaic, comparatively speaking. Jules respected their choice to live off the land and attempt to be self-sufficient, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to experience that.

The sun was rising, and it lifted over the trees when Slate finished talking with the leaders of this group. He returned to the edge of the meeting circle, where Jules and the other students waited, and his expression was grim.

“What’s the plan?” Jules asked.

“They won’t return there. They’re too afraid, but I’ve asked them to find one brave Nirzu to lead us into the valley and through the pass. It’s being deliberated now, so I suspect we’ll know soon,” Slate said.

All of the Academy team gear was piled beside Wentle’s feet, and the young Padlog man rested his hand on the packs.

“What do you make of this religion talk? Gods and whatnot,” Dean asked.

“They didn’t say much, but it’s clear there’s something in that pass they worship. I couldn’t tell you what it is,” Slate advised.

Jules perked up at this. One of her favorite classes at the Academy was the study of different worlds’ cultures and religions. There were thousands of planets out there, often with multiple belief systems within each world. It was mind-boggling how many deities were being worshiped at any given moment. She didn’t downplay any of them. For all she knew, they each existed, much like the power of the Iskios, or an intelligent nebula like Cloud.

“I wish they’d hurry up,” Canni told them. “We’re losing some good daylight here.”

Slate patted the boy on his head. “Glad to see you coming around.”

“If we’re any longer, you won’t let us rest and stop for lunch,” Canni said, looking sheepish.

Slate had the decency to laugh at the comment, and Jules spotted one of the gathered Nirzu breaking away from their group. Briler and her husband Ezzal approached, followed by a thin, younger-looking female.

“I will guide you,” she said, her words translating through the device on Slate’s belt.

“Good. And you are?” Slate asked.

Briler answered for the girl. “This is Lolin. She is betrothed to our son, hence her interest in helping find Egant.”

“Hello, Lolin,” Jules said, coming to stand near the girl. “I’m Jules.”

They made the introductions, and Briler pressed a pack made from animal hide toward Lolin. “Take this. There is enough food for you all for two star cycles.”

“Where will you go?” Slate asked the couple.

Ezzal answered. “We will wait for your return here. We should not stray too far from our god. We are Beese, you know.”

“I do know,” Slate said with a smile. “We’ll do our best to return Lolin in one piece.”

Their eyes widened at the translation, and Jules stifled a laugh. “What did I say?” Slate asked her, and she shrugged in return.

“Forgive our abruptness, but I’d like to arrive before nightfall,” Slate told them, and Jules took some of their supplies and began heading away from the local Nirzu. They began to chant, their arms hidden inside their robes’ sleeves; the song was wonderful and haunting at the same time.

Jules saw Lolin’s eyes tearing up as she glanced back at her family.

“How long have you and Egant been betrothed?” Jules asked.

“Since birth,” Lolin answered.

“That’s a long time.”

“It is as the gods will it,” she said.

“We’re going to find him. Okay?” Jules reached out, taking the girl’s hand. It was cold to the touch, her green skin slightly rough.

“Thank you for your assistance. I’ll be sure to guide you as best I can,” Lolin said.

They descended the ridge, using the rough pathways that zigzagged along the side of the barren mountain. It was devoid of most life: a few ragged trees grew here and there, the grass long dried and dead on this section of land.

An hour later, they were at the bottom, and Jules’ knees were sore from the constant downhill slope. When they moved on even ground, everything felt strange for the first few dozen steps. Slate took directions but made sure to stay at the front of the line, and they moved like this for another couple of hours.

Lolin asked Jules about their home, but she didn’t seem to understand the concept of starships or portals. The idea of an Academy where students like the ones around her attended in hopes of graduating to become Gatekeepers was so foreign to Lolin, Jules struggled to explain herself.

Eventually, they stopped at a river before the elevation began rising again. Lolin pulled a hide canteen from her pack, filled it, and drank heavily before asking if anyone else wanted some.

“Is it safe?” Kira asked the girl.

“My people have drunk from these rivers for centuries.” Lolin passed the water to the blue student, and she took a drink, passing it to Wentle. He buzzed and downed the rest in a few swallows.

“How long until the start of the pass?” Dean asked Lolin.

Jules noticed how the girl stepped closer to Dean. She was about the same height as the human, and it was clear she found him… interesting, at the very least. Jules didn’t blame her.

“Another...” She said something that didn’t translate.

“I think that’s about three hours,” Slate said. “If everyone’s ready, let’s continue.”

Lolin slowed, indicating that Jules should join her for a private conversation. “Slate, toss me the translator!”

Slate didn’t stop; he just unclipped it and passed it to Extel Four, who passed it down the line to Dean, then to Jules.

“Thank you!” she shouted, the message not needing to be relayed. Once it was clipped on, Jules spoke. “What is it?”

“Do you have a god?” the girl asked.

“I…” Jules wasn’t sure how to answer that. She knew a lot of humans believed in God, or gods, but her parents didn’t practice religion. “My mother used to attend church services. Those are buildings where people would go one day a week, and hear sermons.”

“My people head to the caves each night and pray to our god. He is strong. He is good. He asks so little but gives so much abundance. Our valley is full of life, where the others are dying. We have food and water, and have minor needs. Can you see why we don’t want to leave with the rest of the planet?” Lolin’s eyes were wide.

“Have you ever left your valley before?”

“I haven’t. Egant dreamed of leaving to the cities, but we’re not allowed,” Lolin said, her face turning away as if she’d broken her betrothed’s bond.

“Is it forbidden?” Jules asked.

“Not for the elders, like Ezzel and Briler, Egant’s parents,” she said.

“Did he want to escape?” Jules hoped the boy was still around. They’d already lost so much, and asking the local girl to return to the spot her boyfriend was snatched from was a difficult request. Half of her people had been killed in the Collector’s destructive attack.

“No. He was going to become an elder, so he had the freedom, then decided for himself.”

“Lolin, you said you prayed in a cave. Why?”

“That is where our god resides. The stone is clear, smooth, and perfect, like his wisdom,” she said.

Jules’ powers erupted inside her, her eyes shining brightly, her hands and toes nearly going numb with the shock of the energy pulsing inside her. She lifted from the ground and let out a scream so loud, what passed for birds nearby flew away in a panic.

“Jules!” Dean was there, grabbing hold of her waist. He pulled her to the ground, hugging her close, and the power thrummed.

She could hardly think straight or see clearly. Jules raked at her eyes, closing them, and she saw the rock. It was clear, as the girl had said, and carved in a flawless sphere. She knew what it was.

As quickly as it had poured into her, the Iskios part of her faded away, snapping shut like a dam. Jules instantly missed the power, and fought to retrieve it, but it was gone. She slumped to the ground, an empty husk of a person once again.

Tears streamed over her face, and Dean’s strong arms were under her, picking her up.

“You’re going to be all right, little one,” he said softly, and through it all, she believed him.

“What is that? Is she a demon?” Lolin asked.

“Don’t call her that!” Dean said protectively. “Are you okay? You scared me to death.”

“I know what their god is,” Jules said, her throat dry as a desert.

Dean passed her some water, and she took a sip.

“What? What is it?” Slate asked.

“A portal stone, or something like one. There’s a Shandra on this planet,” she told them before passing out.

____________

It had been years since I’d ridden a bicycle, but it was as simple as… riding a bike. Magnus had spotted some resting under a gazebo along the way, and when we tracked a manual air pump in the house behind them, we’d managed to get them into working order within the hour.

Even Amada appeared to be enjoying herself as we cruised along on the rusty bikes. Mine was painted red, chipped in more spots than were covered, the rusty metal showing through most of the frame. We gave Magnus the nicest of the three, but they were all gearless, basic models one might use to go to the market to grab some locally-grown vegetables on a Sunday. Amada’s had a basket on the front, and the heaviest of our supplies were piled into it.

At first, we stuck to a few open roadways, but after the first hour, we looped around, avoiding the highway. Along this path, we traveled through a dozen small villages, some larger than others, but did our best to stay quiet and avoid any areas where we might end up cornered.

We took a break after a few hours, our legs aching with fatigue. We passed through a town halfway to our destination of Pisa, and Magnus led us to a parking lot. The sun was finally rising, and Magnus wiped beads of sweat from his forehead.

“Don, when’s the last time you sweated this much?” Magnus asked.

“Not since I used to play tennis every day,” I panted, and my legs were aching. I peered at Amada. “How about you?”

“I’m okay. Should we continue?” she asked.

“Hold up. We just rode for… forever. I think we’d better check the state of these pieces of crap. I can’t believe we’ve even made it this far,” Magnus said. “Or that I did either.” The last was said from the side of his mouth, directed at me. I understood what he was feeling. As I scooted off my bike, my legs nearly gave way.

I rested the bike against a light post and stretched my back. The bike itself appeared in better shape than I did. I pulled the pack from my shoulders, giving everything a chance to cool down from the sweaty layer that had formed.

After a brief glare, Amada joined us at the side of the road, bending and rubbing her thighs. We drank water, had a bite to eat, and chatted about the next part of our journey. Amada guessed it was another three or so hours, but claimed their outpost there would accommodate us for the night.

“Don’t you think Frasier will rush over to pick us up?” I asked her.

“No. His business in Old Rome is pressing,” Amada said.

“So we were stuck in Florence for a full day regardless?” I asked.

“That’s right. Perhaps longer,” Amada told us.

Magnus hobbled away, and I noticed him picking fruit from a tree. “Then he won’t have any idea we’re not waiting in the safety of Alfonsi’s home.” He returned with a handful of small fruit. “Fig?”

I took one, unsure how to eat it. Amada accepted a couple, and I watched how she twisted the stem off. “He won’t suspect we encountered any issues,” she told us.

The fig was sweet, and I stood, my legs protesting the movement, and plucked a couple more figs from the tree. “Can you tell us about this business in Old Rome? Now that we’ve rescued you,” I said.

Her gaze met mine, and she took one of my figs. “The Restorers are spread out. Frasier is only one of the leaders,” she said.

This was news to me. Originally, I hadn’t thought the train robber was the entire organization’s leader, but the way he’d spoken to us in his villa had made me think otherwise. Something came clear. “But his plan is the biggest, right?”

“The others wanted to discuss it with him before he goes through with it. Not everyone thinks that a world with no technology is the way forward,” she said.

This was good. It meant there were cracks in the Restorers’ foundation. If we could somehow break them up, reason with the other leaders, then perhaps peace could be found after all.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she told me.

“And what’s that?”

“You’re worried they’ll talk Frasier out of it.”

“Maybe.”

“Don’t fret. He’s adamant about this plan. He will do it, with or without their support,” Amada said.

Magnus frowned. This was unfortunate news. My expectation of negotiating with their group went out the window. Frasier was passionate about his mission, and idealistic. He wouldn’t stop until he’d succeeded in bringing down the society he hated so much… or died trying.

“We’d better keep moving,” Amada said.

Each step caused my legs to burn, and Magnus was hobbling along behind me. We climbed onto our bike seats again after adding some air using the hand pump, and we were off, heading into the country, the next village almost visible from our elevated position.

I kept pedaling onto the open road, and soon that was all I knew.


Eighteen

The trail was uneven and rough, making it a very slow journey from the base of the valley to the center of the ridge. When Jules thought they were walking up to a mountain, with no possible way to circumvent it, Lolin veered them left, pointing to a cliff face a short distance away.

Water ran down the side of the immense rocky peak, over the edge, forming a waterfall. They neared the pool it created, the water crisp and clear.

“Can we drink this too?” Canni asked, and when Lolin nodded, he raced Wentle to the edge, each of them drinking deeply. The trip had been arduous, the students unaccustomed to the strenuous workout.

Jules was thirsty too, but she was also a little lightheaded. Her thoughts were slightly jumbled since her outburst a few hours ago. Slate kept glancing at her, the worry evident on his face. She told him she was okay at least a half dozen times, but that didn’t stop him from showing constant concern.

She didn’t blame him. She’d lifted from the ground and had nearly had a seizure as the energy raged inside her. Dean hadn’t left her side since then, and she was grateful for his proximity. He was like a rock she could lean on, and she needed the support.

When the rest of them were at the mountain lake drinking their fill, Dean took Jules’ arm as if to steady her. She hadn’t even noticed she’d started tilting.

“What does it mean?” Dean asked her.

“I don’t…”

“The portal. Why is there a portal here? Wouldn’t we know that?” he asked.

“We would.” Jules had every portal symbol memorized from the Crystal Map. She’d reanimated so many of the dead and dormant ones when she’d fixed the entire system from the Theos homeworld.

“Then how?”

“I have no idea, Dean. We’re going to have to see it. Something about it is important, or why else would my Iskios powers surge like that at the mention of their god?” she asked.

Dean led her toward the water, pulling a canteen from his bag. He crouched a good twenty meters from the others, filling it and passing it to her before drinking any himself.

“Thanks.” She wiped the top when she was done, returning it. “It’s all a little strange, though.”

“What is?” Slate’s voice carried from behind her.

“All of this. We head to Menocury L05 only to have our ship shot down and communications disrupted,” Jules started.

Dean chimed in. “Not to mention the Horizon being called away to some distress call while my father is off with Jules’ dad.”

“Then I see a ship you think is the Collector’s, and he attacks Lolin’s people, taking her betrothed as a prize,” Jules stated.

“Not to mention the part where your abilities went crazy and you floated in the air,” Kira said softly. Her eyes were wide, watching Jules with uncertainty.

“I’m sorry for scaring you all,” Jules said. “I have to come clean. You know I’m… different. You’ve likely heard the rumors about me being part Iskios. Well, it’s true.”

Extel Four gasped, dropping her canteen. “How do you mean? I thought they were all dead.”

Jules began to sway, her head pounding. Dean gave her a steady arm to cling to. “My mother was pregnant with me when she was possessed by their entire race. They created the Vortex, and through her, did some awful things.”

“Then Dean Parker came and kicked some butt,” Slate said with a smirk, quickly wiping it from his face. “Go on.”

“Once the Iskios were vanquished into the portal stones, things began to fail in our network. My mother had me on a planet called Sterona, with Slate and Suma nearby.” Jules noticed Slate smirk at the mention of his part in her parents’ adventure.

“How does this make you Iskios?” Canni asked.

Lolin was watching the entire conversation from a few steps away, her open jaw indicating she wasn’t quite following along, even with the translation.

“Their energy. It affected me in the womb. I’ve always been able to… do things,” Jules said.

Most of them knew this, but not the extent. Dean had seen it firsthand on many occasions, including the time she’d stopped the bomb from destroying the Duup Peaks and the hotel after Garo Alnod’s funeral.

“What kind of things?” Kira asked.

Jules didn’t want to discuss the gritty details, and Slate must have sensed this. “Things that end up helping those around her,” he told them.

“Why can’t you use them now, then?” Kira asked.

Jules looked at her hands, feeling the well dry inside her. “I’ve been struggling with them lately. It’s like… they left me. Then one minute they’re there again, only full force.”

“What changed?” Wentle buzzed.

“I really don’t know.”

Slate cleared his throat. “You turned thirteen, Jules.”

“What does that have to…” Jules started, before realizing he was right.

“Maybe your human hormones are crossing wires with the Iskios,” Dean said.

She hid her blushing cheeks behind her hands, pretending to rub her eyes. “Maybe that’s it. All I know is they’re not reliable, and I can’t do anything to assist us.”

“That’s not true. You always support me, and all of us,” Kira said. “You saved me underwater, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, we don’t need those powers. We have Jules Parker. She’s a hero,” Wentle said, his large black eyes unwavering.

“That’s right.” Slate wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We should keep moving. Lolin, where’s the entrance?”

Lolin blinked her eyes a few times, and finally understood what he was asking. She pointed under the waterfall. “Through there.”

“Great,” Slate said.

Jules’s hands shook slightly as she stared in the dark hole beyond the waterfalls. They were going to travel through the mountain?

“It’ll be okay,” Dean told her softly. “Since when are you scared of anything?”

He was right. Just because she didn’t have control of her powers didn’t change who she was. She wasn’t a scared little girl. She was going to be a full-fledged Gatekeeper.

With a new resolve, Jules nodded, grabbing a bag of their supplies.

“Time to go,” she said, leading them toward the edge of the lake.

____________

There was a sliver of light remaining as we entered Pisa. I’d been trying to appreciate the beautiful Tuscan landscape and architecture, remembering that we’d all but abandoned our old ways of life as we’d settled into our new immense colonies. Most of the metropolises held two to five million people.

Paul and I had discussed the economics of cities, and Paul claimed that technology wanted five or so million in one region, living close to their workplaces. This also allowed easy access to all the amenities, like schools, groceries, and health care. It made sense, and it was the same principle that New Spero was built on, but with Haven, we’d done something different. It was more like the old ways, with low-rise buildings, neighborhoods, and suburbs spread out over the countryside.

Haven was calmer, not so full of lights and noise. It was more like a town in middle America, or even a city like Pisa. As we entered the outskirts, I spotted the river again. Amada told us it was called the Arno, and we’d seen it snaking through a few other towns along the trip here.

“It’s a lot bigger than I expected,” I said as we coasted over a hill. We were all exhausted, my legs only moving by sheer will at this point. Magnus was worse off. He was older and outweighed me by fifty or so pounds. I felt bad for him, and for his bicycle.

“I’m never riding a bike again,” he said.

“You two complain too much,” Amada told us, but I heard the tiredness in her mocking voice.

“How far?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve never been here before,” she told us.

“What? How do you know you even have a safehouse here, then?” Magnus barked.

“Because Frasier told me.”

“Are we supposed to ride around until we find them?” I asked.

“Something like that,” she said, stopping at a Welcome to Pisa sign.

She ran a hand across the worn wooden posts, and I spotted some notches carved into it with a knife. They pointed toward a hand-painted picture of the Leaning Tower. She tapped the tower image. “They’re here.”

Magnus chuckled. “How unassuming.”

“That should be easy to find,” I said, knowing there would be countless signs directing us to the infamous landmark. “Markus, have you been here before?”

He shook his head. “Always wanted to, but the… shipbuilding took too much of my time. I can see why people like this town. It’s beautiful.”

“See. This is what humanity is missing these days. Heart and soul,” Amada said. “They’re building skyscrapers, even bringing in strange black alien rock to make structures.”

I’d been the one to suggest that, after we’d made the deal with the harpoon-gun-bearing guards at the prison world, after we’d traded all the captured Kold for the material the prisoners mined.

“Here our ancestors used rock and stone from this very earth.” She stomped a foot, kicking up dust. “They built homes so their families could have somewhere safe to grow up, and created farms and vineyards to pass on as a legacy to their future generations. All of that is gone. No one owns anything. They’re slaves to this Alliance. They’re nothing but soulless puppets.”

I watched the passion with which she said this, and knew that while she was misinformed, part of what she said rang true. I was learning a lot more about our own people as I tried to infiltrate the organization I’d originally thought of as our enemy. Maybe, working with them, we could build something even better than what Paul and I had discussed. It was worth a shot.

It was Frasier I had to worry about. He wasn’t going to stop. Ever.

“Looks like the sun is setting, and you never know who might be watching. I’d hate to encounter another gang,” I told Amada, and she nodded, the anger visibly leaving her eyes.

“Race you there.” Magnus started to pedal away, and for a moment, I thought he was going to fall over. He straightened out, leaning over the handlebars. I wished I could take a picture and send it to Natalia. She’d absolutely love to see this image of her husband pedaling through Europe with me at his side. This was going to make one hell of a story.

I thought about my family as my weary body pushed me forward on the old bike. I wondered what Mary and Hugo were up to on Haven, and how things at the office were going for my wonderful wife.

I missed her and the kids. Jules was on Menocury L05, but I didn’t expect too much trouble there. Plus, Slate was at her side, there to protect her the entire time. He’d saved my bacon on countless occasions, and I knew he’d do the same for her.

Magnus turned quiet, and I suspected he was thinking about his own family. Patty was fourteen, going on twenty. Magnus was having a hard time with her, and Natalia was at her wits’ end. She’d gone from being a sweet, mischievous little girl to a backtalking, rule-breaking troublemaker. I hated to think it, but I was glad she and Jules had grown apart. Jules was so hard-working and adorable, but maybe I did have papa goggles on with her. To me, she could do no wrong.

Something had been off with her recently, and I hoped once that we were both returned to Haven, we’d be able to talk about it. If she was willing. Jules and I had always been close, but I felt her drifting apart from me more and more with each passing year. I knew this was the reality for all parents as their children grew up, but I wasn’t ready for her to be so independent yet. I wanted her to continue to look at me with those loving eyes, seeking the approval I always had for her.

Mary had told me it had to be a boy. A few weeks ago, she’d asked Jules about it, in an off-handed way, and the girl had clammed right up, her neck going rigid. According to Mary, our daughter was showing all the telltale signs of being in love. Puppy love, or first love, or maybe only an infatuation, I wasn’t sure, but I knew we needed to watch her. In my opinion, thirteen was far too young to have those feelings.

Mary had tried to ease my fears by telling me about her first crush. She was in some sort of junior-officer-in-training program sponsored by the same Air Force she’d end up working for. Fourteen years old, with a bad haircut and braces, and she’d met the man of her dreams. He was older by a couple of years and never knew she existed, but she’d drawn his name in hearts all over her notebooks in school.

They had a fundraising dance one month, and she claimed he’d made her dreams come true by dancing with her once. Of course, he’d called her Marnie and ended up leaving with the most popular girl in the program, hand in hand. According to Mary, it had taken a full week to recover from the pain.

I smiled as I recalled my wife telling me the story. If it was supposed to make me feel better, it did. It told me that kids were resilient when it came to matters of the heart, and so much more. My own first infatuation had been with my neighbor. We were the same age growing up, always in classes together, and eventually, when we were old enough to walk without adult supervision, I’d head over there, bundled up from the cold Ohio winters, and pick her up on the way to school.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I was in love with her, at least the kind of love a twelve-year-old could feel. The summer after seventh grade, she grew up, leaving me behind as the awkward little kid, voice still high and pitchy, acne starting to form where I’d been unblemished before. Soon enough, she was being picked up from school by boys with cars, and I was left riding my bike alone.

The wind picked up as we rode deeper into the city, and the cool breeze cut into me, shaking me from my daydreaming. I could only hope Jules’ experience was going to be smoother than Mary’s and mine, but somehow I suspected it would be similar. Puppy love rarely ended with wedding bells.

I tossed the thought out of my head. Jules had a long way to go before I needed to think about that.

I’d been so lost in my mind, I didn’t realize we were nearing our destination. The famous Leaning Tower was standing there, a magnificent white building behind it.

“What is that?” I asked Amada as we slowed.

“The cathedral. Duomo di Pisa. That’s where they’ll be,” she said.

“Not in the tower?” Magnus asked.

“I doubt it would be very comfortable in the bell tower,” she said sarcastically, and Magnus watched me as he shrugged his shoulders.

The sun was nearly set, the cathedral and tower casting long shadows across the overgrown lawn. We stopped on our bikes, and Amada lowered hers to the ground. “Let’s go on foot. Stay in the shadows,” she suggested, and I reasoned it was a good idea.

“You don’t think your people will have us in their sights right now, do you?” Magnus asked, and I glanced to the top of the tower.

She nodded. “Likely they will. But I wear our mark.” She tapped her chest, where a patch was sewn onto her shirt. It was a candle flame, and I remembered seeing it at Frasier’s compound in Spain. I thought about the woman who’d come to us at the villa, asking to meet at the Stuffed Truffle. I had no idea where that was located and wasn’t sure if we’d be able to manage sneaking off, but I owed it to our cause to try. The woman had been afraid, and she might have information to assist us.

Magnus took the heaviest pack, and once we’d gathered all our supplies, we moved as quickly and quietly as we could, with rubber legs and sweat-soaked clothing.

“I wonder if they have a hot bath in there,” Magnus whispered, and Amada shot him a hard stare. “I’ll take that as a no.”

It wasn’t long before we neared the entrance, and Amada motioned to us to stay put as she dropped her bag and made for the entrance. The structure was impressive, all white pillars and peaked roofs. A woman walked out, a semi-automatic in her hands, and Amada raised her arms, speaking softly.

She lowered her arms at the same moment that the woman lowered her weapon, and they embraced. Amada turned to us and waved us forward.

“Martina, meet my companions, Don Larson and Markus Nilsson,” Amada said. The woman glanced to our chests, where we didn’t have the Restorers logo sewn on our clothing. “Don’t worry. They saved me and completed Frasier’s mission.” Then to us. “We’ll find you new shirts inside.”

I nodded, doing my best to walk like a normal human despite my weary bones.

We entered the cathedral, and I dropped my bag. Torches and oil lanterns lit the grand foyer, and it was spectacular inside. Pillars ran along both sides, culminating at an ornate display of Renaissance and medieval imagery.

“Quite the place you chose,” Magnus told Martina.

“Why live in squalor when you can appreciate the finer things of our history? Come, we have a lot to discuss. I assume you’re hungry?” The woman spoke with an accent, but her words were well-pronounced.

As far as I could tell, there was no one else in the nearby vicinity, but as we walked through the halls, me stopping every few steps to admire something, I eventually smelled something cooking.

“We were about to dine. Care to join us?” Martina asked. She was young, maybe thirty, and had thick dark hair and an olive complexion. Her clothing had the Restorers logo on it as well.

“I could eat… a couple of times,” Magnus said, and we pressed through two massive double doors into a smaller room. This had likely been the private office of a high ranking official once. The room had a bronze lamp hanging from the ceiling, and heavy wooden bookshelves were built into the walls.

“This way,” she said, opening the door beyond the organized desk. Inside was a wide corridor, offices along the interior, with a cafeteria at the end. Here the smell of food was overwhelming, the tiny rations we’d had over the last day depleted by the full day of riding our bikes.

There were only two others inside the room, and they sat at a massive table meant for a group of twenty. At least twenty white candles flickered in bronze candelabras, making me feel like we were part of some ancient society.

“Would you care to freshen up first?” Martina asked, and I wearily nodded.

One of the men hopped up, taking our bags, and led us away from the food, into a room with two simple bunks.

“I would have preferred to eat first,” Magnus said, his stomach rumbling loudly.

“The washroom across the hall,” the man said, his accent thick.

“Thank you,” I told him, and sat on the bunk, the springs of the mattress stretching under my weight.

“What do you think?” Magnus asked me. It was the first moment we’d been alone since Alfonsi’s.

“I think Frasier is dangerous, and that we’re running out of time. He’ll probably be here tomorrow, and once he has the plans for the station, I think he’s nearing his endgame.” I said it very quietly.

“Do we steal them from Amada and vamoose?” Magnus asked.

“That’s an idea. I wish I knew what to do. We could have ended Amada and been gone already. We know their main base is in Old Rome, we know about places like this,” I said.

“We have to be cautious. If we start killing them, they’ll all become martyrs to their cause. Plus, I really hate the idea of us in a war with these people. They aren’t bad, in my books. They only seek a different way of life,” Magnus said. “And to be honest, I appreciate it. Being here in old Europe with no power, and no hordes of tourists desecrating the land, it’s… invigorating.”

“I agree. There will be no killing, at least not on my watch. Let’s freshen up and eat something. I have a feeling things will escalate soon,” I said.

A few minutes later, we were rinsed off, a basin of hot water brought to us by the same man, and he passed us fresh linen shirts, the flame logo sewn onto the right breast. It was official. We were Restorers.


Nineteen

Jules wrung her clothing out, water dripping in a pool beside her. She was huddled at the side of the tunnel, using the darkness to dress again. She was already tired of the adventure. Normally, she would have been okay with everything, but without being able to create a sphere of protection, she was forced to dive under the water again, and it was going to take too long to wear their EVAs. She was also sick of trudging around with the suits, and she tapped Slate on the shoulder. He was fixated on the tunnel, as if trying to listen for dangers lurking beyond.

“Do you mind if we drop the suits here?” Jules asked.

Canni brightened at this. He was the largest and was relegated to carrying a proportionate amount of weight.

“Good call. I think we can afford to do that. We’ll bring one with us, in case we find ourselves in need of a sealed suit,” Slate said.

“Bring mine,” Dean said.

Slate nodded. “Sure. It’ll be lighter than the one I’m carrying, and you’re the oldest.”

Dean flashed Jules a smile, and she stuck her tongue out at him. He knew she’d prefer to be the one with the EVA, but she allowed him the victory. With any luck, her abilities would appear again if she needed them. It reminded her of feeling helpless when Professor Thompson had stolen her gift.

Everyone was as dry as they were going to be, and Lolin moved to the wall, pressing the stone siding. A hidden compartment opened, revealing a few supplies. She took a rope, slung it around her waist, and passed a torch to Jules, Wentle, and Kira. She tapped a strange tool, and a spark erupted, which she pressed to Jules’ torch. It caught fire, and continued to burn brighter. It looked like some green leaves doused in oil, intricately woven together in a tight pattern.

“They will burn long,” she told Jules as she lit the next two.

Slate put away his flashlight, conserving the power, and Jules took the lead, the entire cavernous corridor glowing orange. The ground pitched upwards, a gentle incline as they started to walk through it. The ground was smooth; a few dark pebbles lined the area, but otherwise it was clear of debris. Jules almost expected to find a few rodents running from the approaching torches and footsteps, but if there were any hidden animals, she didn’t see any sign of them.

She couldn’t stop thinking about the portal they were heading for. Was it possible to activate it again? She wouldn’t be able to do anything in her current state, but even with her powers at full capacity, she was curious if the stone could be revived. There had to be something broken within it if it didn’t appear on the Crystal Map, even after she’d re-energized the entire system.

Jules peered at Lolin and admired the girl. She was strong, even if she didn’t have any understanding of the universe or even her own planet beyond the valley she was born and raised in. She believed the crystal was a god, as did the rest of their group, and still she was returning to help save the boy she’d been betrothed to since birth.

Lolin must have felt the heat of her stare, because she peered over her shoulder, frowning at Jules. Ever since Jules had filled with the Iskios powers and lifted from the ground, the girl had become more reserved. Jules didn’t blame her, but she was sad at the fear in the other’s eyes. She’d make it up to her, prove she wasn’t anything scary. She was only a girl with some abilities beyond her control.

Shadows danced against the walls as their group moved through the tunnels. Jules noted how the ceiling height increased as they went, the walls stretching farther and farther apart as they gently rose within the mountain.

It was warming here, and Jules didn’t know where the heat came from. She wiped her brow, and saw the others mimicking her.

Lolin’s gaze began to dart around the halls, and she raised a green hand the moment they approached a wide-open cavern.

“What’s this?” Slate asked.

From the minute amount of light seeping past them and into the room, it was clear the cavern was a large, open space. Pointy rocks hung from the ceiling, which had to be a hundred feet tall. There was a pool of water in the middle of the space, its surface smooth as a sheet of ice.

“This is where we snuff the lights,” Lolin said, indicating their torches.

“What? We can’t move through this without lights,” Dean told her.

Their path ended at the cavern. Moving into it without light would mean injury or worse.

“No. The Impaths are inside.”

Jules didn’t like the fear the local girl’s face took on when she mentioned the name. “What are Impaths, and why are we just hearing about them?”

“The Impaths live here in the mountains. They are evil winged monsters that steal our people’s children and carry them to their nests, where they feast on their souls, then return the bodies, hollowed out,” Lolin said, eyes wide.

A shiver ran through Jules as the words translated.

“Jeez. Why do I keep going into caverns, caves, and mountainsides? Nothing good ever happens below the surface,” Slate muttered to himself.

“Where are they?” Dean asked.

Lolin pointed toward the dark depths of the cavern, her finger trembling slightly. “There.”

“And why did we walk this way?” Canni asked.

“It is the only way through to our home,” Lolin said.

Slate left the comfort of the torchlight and stuck his head out of the corridor, rotating it side to side. “Looks like there’s a path across. It’s narrow, rocky, and missing a ledge. Is that how your people exited the caves?”

She nodded.

“How did you do that with so many people and no lights?” Kira stared into the darkness with a pale blue face.

“We know the mountain pass. We have used it for generations. One leads, the others follow… in utter silence.” Lolin took the rope she had around her waist, fastened the end to a clip on her robe, and one by one, she looped it around each of their team.

Slate appeared dubious. “Have you ever led an expedition through?”

“No. Not I, but I was third when we escaped. I know the path,” Lolin said, sounding more and more sure of herself.

“Okay, so we pass through this cavern, and these Impaths stay inside? If they don’t grab us to steal our souls?” Slate asked.

“That’s correct,” Lolin said.

“And how far does this cavern go on for?” Dean asked.

“It takes…” She said a value that didn’t translate.

“I think that means an hour, thereabouts,” Wentle said. Jules stared at him inquisitively. “What? I’ve been paying attention.”

“An hour of walking across a rocky path with a deep drop on either side, in the dark, tied together, while trying to avoid some monsters. Does that sum it up?” Slate asked.

“That’s correct,” Lolin said again.

Slate began mumbling to himself, and Jules heard the words Horizon, commander, and Gatekeepers, mixed with a few expletives thrown in for emphasis. “Lolin, what do these creatures look like?”

She spoke softly, everyone leaning close to hear what she had to say. “They live in the ceilings in holes. They are winged, with eight legs and horrible faces,” she said.

“Great…” Canni was almost hopping from foot to foot in fear.

“How big are they?” Jules asked.

Lolin stretched her arms out, indicating around four feet. “They aren’t large enough to take our adults, but our children, yes.”

Everyone looked at Jules, then Kira, who were the smallest of their group.

“Please don’t let them take me,” Kira said.

“We won’t,” Canni said through his evident fear.

“How do we avoid them?” Slate asked.

“We stay to the path. Walk soundlessly and leave all lights off. They sleep during the day, which is our sole advantage. They also cannot see well. The lights would notify them of our presence, though. They use ears,” Lolin said, her words echoing through the translator.

Slate turned the volume on the speaker to its lowest setting, and Lolin took the lead, indicating their order. Slate was next, so he could protect them and echo her words in English if necessary. She explained how she would tug the rope to explain direction shifts, and how it was the next in line’s job to pass that information on. They tested it a few times with their eyes closed, and when Lolin was confident, they headed to the edge, where she snuffed the torches out, one by one.

Before the last light in Jules’ hand was put out, she thought she saw a moving form along the ceiling, crawling toward them. She gulped and took her position at the rear of the line. Kira was behind Slate, since she was the tiniest, making her the largest target.

Dean was in front of Jules, and he must have turned in the dark, his lips right beside her ear. “I don’t like this.”

“Neither do I,” she replied.

“Stay close,” he whispered.

“I will.”

They moved forward, the rope tugging her slightly at the unexpected movement. Then they were off, heading into the cavern where nightmares were made, with no light to guide their way.

Jules took a deep breath and wished her father was there with her.

____________

The fire burned hotly in the hearth; the stone fireplace appeared original to the church. Magnus and I waited while Amada talked to her fellow Restorers without us present, and I was happy for the reprieve from riding that bike.

“That was good food,” Magnus said, patting his stomach. “Natalia never wants to eat Italian. Says it’s too heavy.”

“She’s right,” I said with a smirk. “Imagine if you ate like that every day.”

“I don’t know how they’re all so skinny.”

There were books lining the walls here, a gorgeous painting of the local river hung over the mantel, and I almost forgot we were in the belly of the beast. I knew if I closed my eyes, that was it – I’d be asleep in seconds – so I sipped the after-dinner coffee they’d prepared and tried to clear my head.

“We need to find the Stuffed Truffle,” I whispered.

Magnus glanced behind us toward the door, which remained closed. “Yeah. I wish we had a way to find it.”

“And I wish my legs weren’t so tired.” I rubbed my thighs, and heard the crinkling of paper in the pocket of the borrowed trousers. Reaching a hand inside, I pulled out a small note.

“Don’t tell me…”

“It’s a map.” I passed it to him. It showed a picture of the Leaning Tower, crudely drawn, and an arrow with a W heading away from it. The number five indicated blocks, then an N and a three, ending with the letters ST.

“This is it,” Magnus said. “You really must have a genie in a bottle, Dean.”

I nodded absently. This meant the woman who’d visited us at Frasier’s villa must be here. She’d slipped the map into the pair of pants as we cleaned ourselves up.

“Looks like we’re going to have to break out of here tonight,” I told him.

“Can we enjoy the coffee first?” He took a loud slurp and leaned toward the roaring fire.

We concocted a plan, and by the time Amada and Martin returned, we’d settled on our escape.

“Do you two need anything else?” Martina asked.

“No…well, maybe another coffee,” Magnus said.

“You know your way around?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Good. We’ll see you in the morning,” Martina said, and Amada reached for the exit.

“Amada, did you reach Frasier?” I asked, catching her before leaving.

“We did. He’ll be here by ten in the morning. He was quite pleased with your performances. It looks like you’ll be joining him for the main mission,” she said, not meeting my gaze. I had a feeling we’d usurped her own position at her leader’s side.

“Ten it is,” Magnus said, and the two women left, softly speaking as the door closed. Then he raised his eyebrows, winking at me. “We did it. Not that we doubted ourselves.”

I didn’t tell him that I half-believed in what they were seeking to accomplish, only I could never condone Frasier’s methods. I had a lot to discuss with the Alliance and Paul, along with the other colony leaders. Maybe there was a balance between technology and advancement, and losing our own history and past in the process. Or, at least, a fair choice between our divided people.

“Oh, no. What are you thinking? I can almost smell the grinding gears,” Magnus told me, and I laughed.

“Nothing. I wonder if we’ve gone too far as a race,” I said.

“Dean, don’t tell me you’re buying into this crap. Technology wasn’t the reason for the Event, the Kraski were. And the reason they were fleeing was because of the Bhlat,” he said.

“I know. The very same race I gave Earth to. You don’t need to remind me of the irony behind it. But the Empress ended up being fair. I know it wasn’t technology’s fault, but maybe they are onto something. Without advanced weapons…”

“Dean, there’s always been war. Do you think the Neanderthals weren’t hitting each other in the heads with clubs and jabbing spears at one another? Do you think that Genghis Khan or Napoleon Bonaparte was shooting up nations with lasers?”

“No, it’s not that…” I was struggling to relay my intentions. “I only mean, maybe there should be a choice. We’ve essentially cut everyone off if they want to be outside our mandated colonies, which are basically future worlds. Have you seen them lately? We have hovertrains and floating pedways, with skyscrapers that look like something out of a Clarke novel. We’ve made it all or nothing. Do it our way or don’t do it at all, and that’s where I’m fraught with the concepts.”

“Okay, now you’re making more sense. A balance,” he said.

The word struck me. Balance. It was one I was growing familiar with since the Event. Karo claimed there was a balance in the universe, as there had been between the Theos and Iskios. Regnig had named me a Recaster, always talking about my role in evening things out, good or bad. Sometimes what appeared as bad was really good, and vice versa. My gut was telling me I was onto something, and that maybe Frasier’s plan, as long as it didn’t go too far, might have some merit.

Magnus was frowning at me, and he slowly shook his head. “I don’t know, Dean. That look is making me nervous.”

“Don’t be. Do I ever make the wrong call?” I asked.

“I can name a few. Starting with trusting Ray,” he said.

“I’ll give you that one, but I still don’t blame him,” I retorted.

“Fine. How about the time you…”

I raised a hand, and set my coffee cup on the side table beside me. “Let’s not go there.”

“In that case, we better… head to sleep. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow,” he said too loudly.

“Yes, to bed.”

We left the room, the fire flickering in the hearth where the metal grate would keep it safe and contained. It was instantly chillier as we emerged into the halls, and we listened for signs of any Restorers walking around. It was silent.

We headed to the bedroom, and Magnus instantly began piling pillows underneath the blankets. “Didn’t you ever play the old fake-body-under-the-sheets trick on your parents?” he asked mischievously.

“Can’t say that I did,” I told him, copying his actions.

“I should have guessed.” Magnus came over to my bunk, putting the finishing touches on my side. We stood back to appreciate our handiwork. “Looks like we’re sleeping soundly.”

“What time is it?” I asked Magnus.

“No clue. Around eleven, maybe,” he guessed.

We were near the rear half of the church, and I pressed through a doorway that connected to an old gift shop. Inside, we found two jackets. I shook mine off, dust flying around as I slid my arms into it. The Pisa tower icon was stitched on the back of it, and a mangy faux-fur collar had Magnus snickering at me, until he saw himself in a grimy mirror. His smile faded, and he moved for the exits, which were locked, and we peered through the glass doors, searching for sentries.

“In the tower. That’s where they’ll be. Scopes and snipers, I bet,” Magnus said.

From here we couldn’t see the tower, and that meant it couldn’t see us. “We’ll stay out of sight on this side and cut across to meet the map’s directions.”

The thumb lock clicked open as I turned it, and cool air met our faces as we stepped outside. I’d only wanted the jacket for the hood’s protection in case we were spotted, but now I was grateful for the added layer, as it was unseasonably chilly for the time of year.

Magnus took the lead, jogging along the edge of the building we’d emerged from. We avoided the hedges and moved for the edge of the property, careful to not be spotted. It was quiet, and obvious that there weren’t many of the Restorers stationed at the Pisa base. Old Rome was probably a different story.

Once we were a block away, running along the sidewalk beside some walk-up apartment buildings, I saw the Leaning Tower in the moonlight. I didn’t think we’d been sighted.

“Let’s go. What did it say? Four blocks west?” Magnus asked.

“Five,” I said. Already I was struggling to move and guessed tomorrow was going to be even worse. The trip was quick, the surroundings far less original than I’d expected. It appeared like they’d built up residences around the area in the mid-nineteen hundreds, but I could have been off by a couple of decades.

We turned at a parking lot full of Italian cars, almost every one of them a compact hatchback. I tried to picture Magnus driving one of them, and laughed. He glared at me, not asking what I found so funny about our situation.

Three blocks north, and we stopped in the shadows of an old business canopy. “Do you see it?” I asked.

“There.” Magnus pointed half a block away, and there I saw the sign for the pub. As we neared it from across the street, I saw the logo: a hog sniffing a truffle.

“Looks like your kind of place,” I told Magnus.

“If you think that’s a joke, it’s not. I used to love hole-in-the-wall pubs like this,” Magnus said, grinning at me.

“Then you’ll enjoy this one,” a voice said from behind, with a slight lisp. The sound of a gun cocking wasn’t lost on either of us, and we both raised our hands at the same moment. I saw Magnus’ fists clench and shook my head quickly.

“After you,” the man said, and we headed across the road, arms held in the air. He came up close as we stopped at the door and patted us with practiced efficiency. “You can lower them.”

I turned, seeing the man for the first time. He was shorter than me by a couple of inches, thin, but his eyes held a dangerous glimmer to them. His hair was thin and gray, one eye blue, the other brown. He waved us forward with his revolver.

Magnus pressed into the bar, and I was surprised to find it half full, candles flickering along the bar and behind it. Everyone was silent as we entered, and I saw the woman from Frasier’s villa; no longer wearing a hood, but I’d recognize her darting eyes anywhere. She gave me a tight nod and motioned for us to have a seat at the end of a long table. Her hair was spiky on top, short on the sides.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“We’re friends of yours, Dean. Dean Parker,” the man with the lisp said.

My shoulders tensed, and I scratched at my growing beard, suddenly feeling very vulnerable. “Sorry, wrong guy. I’m Don Larson,” I told them, trying to keep the crack from my voice.

“Cut it out. We know who you are. To be honest, we thought Frasier must have as well, but apparently, he has no clue. He’s smart, but so single-minded in his focus, he can hardly see what’s right in front of him,” the woman who’d sent us here said.

I caught a deeper meaning behind her words, as if she were in a relationship with the man, perhaps a one-sided tryst.

I judged there was no convincing the group that I wasn’t who they said I was. “What do you want with me?”

“We want the same thing as you, Parker,” the man said.

“And who are you?”

“I’m Gabriel, another leader of the Restorers. Some of us think Frasier has gone too far and needs to be reined in. Others are behind his idealistic ways and think we should strike harder and faster than we are. We need to ensure this doesn’t happen. Not only will there be a war with the rest of our own people in the colonies, but I understand the Alliance will come and deal with us. No one here seems to think that will happen,” Gabriel said.

“Mark my word, if anything should materialize at the colonies, our Alliance will deal with the Restorers swiftly and efficiently,” Magnus said.

“Frasier tells us he has a way to deal with them,” Gabriel said. “Isn’t that right, Bonnie?”

The spiky-haired woman nodded. “We don’t know what his plan is, but he seems to think he can keep any advanced technology from our world forever.”

The space station. We already knew he was going to do something up there to blast out anything using the advanced alien version of the electromagnetic pulses, but it sounded like he was going to attempt to leave the blasts running, or at least have someone stationed there to short out any incoming vessels. I didn’t tell them any of this, but only listened.

“We need you to find out what he’s planning, Dean, and stop him. At all costs.” Gabriel shoved his revolver into his hip holster like a cowboy in the Old West.

If I told them about the space station plans in Amada’s custody near the Leaning Tower, they might storm in and kill those Restorers. I didn’t want the bloodshed.

“I can do that,” I told them.

“We also want to have a meeting with this Alliance. Who runs it?” he asked.

“There’s a board consisting of a member from each race,” I told them. “But my wife is head chair.”

“Good, good. Perhaps we can come to an arrangement. There has to be a middle ground for us to meet on,” Gabriel said.

“You’re speaking my language. I’ll be sure to arrange that as soon as we deal with Frasier. He’s making a move tomorrow, and… Markus and I are going with him. We won’t let him accomplish his goals, but we do need to learn what kind of plan he has in store. If he knows about a weapon, that means others around him might as well. We can’t have this threat looming over Earth,” I explained, hoping word of this meeting wouldn’t reach Frasier’s ears.

“You sound like a confident man, Dean,” Gabriel said.

“I have a question,” Magnus asked, raising his arm in the air.

Gabriel stood, arms crossed. “Go ahead.”

“You, Bonnie. Why were you so frazzled at the villa? You made it seem like this was life and death,” my friend asked.

Bonnie ran a hand over her spikes, and I noted her glance at Gabriel, seeking approval. He nodded slightly before she spoke. “It is life or death. If Frasier fails at cutting our electrical systems, he’ll reach for more extreme measures.”

“Which are?” I asked.

“Targeted nuclear attacks. To each major colony,” Gabriel answered. There were a few gasps in the room from his own people. It was clear that not everyone was as informed as their leader.

“He already has this prepared?” I asked.

“You’d be amazed at what was left behind when everyone fled Earth the first time. He accumulated weapons of mass destruction unlike any collection you’ve ever imagined,” Gabriel said. “Plus, there are rumors he’s cut a deal with an outside force.”

“An outside force?” I asked.

“That’s all we know. He isn’t very forthcoming with information,” Gabriel replied.

I thought about Frasier and his passionate speeches, using his calm voice and charisma to bring people to his side. He was a true psychopath, and I was nervous about spending the next day with him. Before I’d met with these people, I was sure I could stop him, at least prevent the worst from happening, but peering over at Magnus and seeing my friend’s pale face, I knew he was feeling it too. We were going to have to imprison Frasier far away, if not kill him, after learning where his cache was secreted.

“You’ll have a hell of a time tomorrow, Dean, but know that one of us will be there with you,” Gabriel said.

“Who?”

“Bonnie, of course,” he said.

“Good to know we’ll have some backup. Are you staying at the Pisa compound too?” I asked, receiving a nod. She was obviously nervous, and I couldn’t believe she’d remained in Frasier’s ranks so long with those darting eyes.

“One more thing,” Gabriel said.

“What’s that?” Magnus sat straighter, resting his hands on the table.

“Watch out for Amada. I suspect she’s managed to use her hard exterior and faithfulness to lure you to her side, but mark my words: she lives for Frasier and will die for the man. Don’t eat the apple, men,” Gabriel warned.

I cringed. Amada did seem like she might switch sides, that Frasier was going too far, but this group was telling me otherwise. It didn’t matter. Another day and this would all be over. I’d be heading home to Haven to be with my family, Jules would be done with her mission for the Academy, and Magnus would depart for the Horizon to the vast unknowns of space.

Life would be as it once was.

“This is a pub, right?” Magnus asked.

“Once the best this side of the tower,” Gabriel said with pride.

“Then how about a shot of whiskey before we call it a night?”


Twenty

As they carefully trod across the narrow path, Jules couldn’t help but wonder if she was ever going to escape the darkness of the cavern. Every time she heard a pebble or stone being kicked over the edge, clattering over the rocky cliff, she expected it was their time to fall. But they never did, and after another ten minutes or so, she thought her eyes might be starting to acclimate to the eternal night around her. Here one would never know the dying star above existed, or that there were trees, grass, or life at all. There was only the dark, and the ever-present fear of being attacked by the Impaths.

She considered their name, one that sounded so close to empath: someone that could sense moods or thoughts in another person or being. Perhaps their name implied they affected moods, turning happy thoughts dire as the ceaseless threat of the bat-spiders loomed over their heads.

In front of her, Dean flinched at a noise, and Jules bumped into him as he stopped. Then the rope around her waist tugged to the right, and she moved accordingly. Jules wondered how far they’d gone, and how much longer it would be until they cleared the cavern. It felt like forever already, but they’d probably only walked thirty meters over the hard-surfaced natural pedway.

The hair on her arms stood up a split second before she heard the cry. It was more of a whine, a desperate howl for approval from a creature devoid of affection. She knew this, and realized her abilities had activated enough for her to understand the monsters lurking upside down from the sharp protruding spikes twenty feet above their heads.

Her eyes began to glow, letting her see an inch or two ahead of her, and Jules squinted, not wanting to draw attention to herself. These creatures might not see well in the dark, but she suspected there was a reason they didn’t have the torches. The creatures would notice the flames, even without magnificent sight. Jules didn’t want to be the sole source of illumination in the entire cavern; they might flock to her, and she wasn’t sure she held enough of her Iskios abilities to defend herself, let alone Dean or the other students up ahead.

Jules had played around with her skills over the years, testing her night vision and other things, always learning new ways she could improve. Her father had been hesitant at first, but eventually, he’d started to come with her to a valley outside of their home, one where no one lived, and they could try different ways for her to use the powers in secret. One night, so black they could hardly see without a light, he’d suggested she attempt to see in the dark. The sky was covered in thick clouds, not a single moonbeam or star visible, and there she’d honed the powerful skill.

Jules tested it now, her eyes staying dim as she pressed the energy inward. She could make out the form of Dean, his wide shoulders and hesitant steps. She could see! She wanted to rush to the front, to lead them out of the caverns faster, but that would require some serious work and noise.

Jules glanced up, making out the forms of the stalactites. With this vision, they appeared soft, slightly blurry, as if they’d been molded by a child with clay. She peered around Dean and noticed the end of their path was coming close. Her tense shoulders relaxed a moment too soon.

The Impaths attacked as one. Six of them descended from above, wingspans only around six feet wide. Legs flailing, they clamped on to Slate, and Jules heard Kira’s cry cut through the fluttering wings. The monsters whined too, their faces contorted in lumpy anger. Jules had to act. She grabbed hold of her rope, searing it with her powers. The end was still on fire from where her hand touched it, and she raced around Dean, past Wentle and Exter Four, and toward Kira.

The Impaths knew the valley Nirzu’s tricks, and were chewing on the rope as Slate struggled with one of them. They might be too slight to carry away someone Slate’s size, but they had fangs and claws, and three of them were on her uncle, using every asset they had. Slate clocked one of them in the face, and it fell over the pathway, landing with a sickening thud below.

The creatures worked fast. By the time Jules arrived at Kira, they’d broken through her rope, and one of them clutched the girl under the shoulders, tearing her away from Slate’s grasping arms.

Gone was the need for silence, and Jules shouted to Slate to stop.

“Jules, where are you?” Slate asked.

“I’m here,” she said, arriving at her uncle’s side.

The Impaths already knew they were here, so Jules removed her barrier, expecting a rush of her powers like usual, but only a little more trickled through. It was like there was a damper on her, one that held most of her power away from contact.

Her eyes continued to glow, and she left Slate behind asking questions. Wentle was calling after Kira, her cries carrying loudly through the echoey room.

“Help me! I’m over here!” Kira shouted, her voice trilling with fear.

“Jules, we have to…” Slate began, but Jules ran past him, grabbing Lolin’s hand.

“Follow me. First we bring you all to safety,” Jules said, leading them down the winding pathway, high above the bottom of the cavern. She could see shapes better, the objects appearing in crisp green outlines. It wasn’t long until they were at the exit, the round opening in the rock wall a welcome sight.

They piled through, and Lolin lit her torch, doing the same to the other two, and the Nirzu girl moved Canni, Wentle, and Extel Four further into the corridor.

Slate, Jules, and Dean stayed near the entrance, and only now did Jules see the rough shape Slate was in. His forehead had a deep gash in it; blood dripped freely into his eyes, making his expression menacing. “We have to go back for her.”

Jules tested her abilities, knowing they might fail at any moment. She shook her head at Slate’s words. “Uncle Zeke, you’re a mess. Stay here. I’ll retrieve her.” She spoke with a confidence she didn’t feel. Papa had explained to her one time that being a hero didn’t always mean having the right skills or being the bravest. Sometimes it meant showing others confidence, so they could follow you into battle without fear.

“I’m coming,” Dean said. Jules was about to argue, but the look on the boy’s face was clear. He wouldn’t take no for an answer.

Slate leaned against the rock wall and ripped part of his sleeve off, dabbing it to his head. “I’m losing a lot of blood. I’ll have one of the kids patch me up. Go. Take this.” He pressed a pulse rifle into Dean’s hands, and Dean nodded grimly.

“We go in. They can’t see us, right?” Dean asked, his voice a whisper as they neared the edge of the cavern again.

“Right.”

Jules held her pulse pistol firmly and knew they didn’t have long. She could only hope her powers stuck around until Kira was safely returned.

They returned to the darkness, beyond the torchlight, and instantly heard Kira’s cries. They didn’t last, and soon it was silent. Jules used her vision, and led Dean over the narrow stone pathway.

She stuck her lips to his ear, speaking so softly, she wasn’t sure he’d even hear her. “I’m going to float over there. When I yell ‘Now,’ turn your lantern on and fire away.”

He nodded his understanding, and Jules held her breath. Here goes nothing. She filled as much of herself as she could with her Iskios energy, urging it forward. The well wasn’t empty, but it was also far from full, and soon she was tingling around her toes and fingers, her hair feeling electrified as she floated from the ledge toward the ceiling.

Their nest wasn’t far – thirty meters from where Dean waited – and Jules understood why the Impaths had attacked them. They’d been waiting for the Nirzu group to return through this cavern, and they were hungry.

Kira was there, stuck with a sticky, stringy substance to one of the sharp rock protrusions. Three of the Impaths were around her, making soft and sickening mewing noises. Jules hovered, her eyes the only evidence someone was near them. She kept them squinted as much as she could and moved to the side, trying to count how many of the creatures were there.

Jules estimated twelve but was confident more could be hidden within the dark recesses of the undulating ceiling. It was time. They were surrounding Kira; the girl’s eyes were open, the whites turned green in Jules’ vision, but she was unresponsive. Poisoned, perhaps, or unconscious from a contusion to the head.

Jules held her gun out and counted to three in her head before shouting the word, “Now!” at the top of her lungs. Dean’s light shone, and all the Impaths turned toward Dean on the path. Most of them scuttled upside down over the rocks toward him; others dropped and began flapping leathery wings, hissing angrily.

Jules shot at them. She clipped two, sending them sprawling to their deaths below.

“Come and get me!” Jules caught Dean shouting, his pulse fire sending bright bursts through the cave.

Soon there was only one left near Kira, and it wasn’t going to leave. Jules fired at it, but the Impath evaded her, hiding behind a thick stalactite. Kira’s eyes began moving, her body struggling against the binds that held her.

“Jules…” Her voice was tiny. “Help me.”

Jules floated away, attempting to lure the remaining Impath, but it didn’t take the bait. It reached for Kira, and Jules had an idea. She fired at the sticky rope substance holding Kira to the spike, and her aim was true. Kira fell from her perch, the Impath dropping too as it beat its wings.

Jules had to be quick. She coursed forward, ever downward, and grabbed Kira’s outstretched hand. The Impath used two of its hairy legs to wrap around Kira’s other arm, and they had her in a tug of war, Jules floating, the monster flapping, and Kira screaming fiercely.

Dean was shouting angrily, firing away at his targets, and eventually, Jules heard him call to her. “Stop moving. I’m going to—”

Jules froze and saw her opposition’s wings cease moving as Dean hit it with a deadly shot. Its face, like melting butter, stopped gnashing wildly, and it fell, not willing to let go of Kira even in death.

Jules hung in the air, trying to head toward Dean as the weight of the Impath’s corpse and Kira began to drag her down. She felt a flicker throughout her body and was sure the abilities were about to fail again. With fierce concentration, she pushed herself, lifting higher. Dead Impaths were strewn about, one only a few feet from Dean, a hole through its hairy chest.

“Give me your hand!” Dean shouted, but it looked so far away, impossible to reach. “Jules, you can do this.” His words were sure of themselves, and she felt her own confidence surge for a moment, long enough to lift up with a grunt. Her hand found the ledge of the rocky path Dean was balanced on, but with each passing breath, her powers evaporated, her fingers sliding further off their purchase. Kira was struggling, trying to pry the beast from her arm and crying loudly.

Jules assumed more of the Impaths would be coming, and she tried to shush the girl. Dean’s hand wrapped around Jules’ wrist, and he leaned forward, hanging off the ledge with a knife in his other hand.

Before Jules knew what was happening, Wentle was there, his feet held by Canni, as the Padlog boy dangled toward Kira. He grabbed the knife from Dean and sawed at the Impath’s legs. The monster dropped away, and Jules instantly felt relief at the weight disappearing. She was being pulled up by Extel and Lolin, Slate there holding both of them back by their belts.

Jules and Kira lay side by side, no longer hanging for dear life, Kira softly crying. Jules rolled over, grabbing the girl’s hand. “You’re going to be okay.”

“Not if we stick around,” Dean said. More Impaths were on their way, and judging by the noises, there were far more than a dozen of them.

They were close to the exit, and ran with their lights and torches flickering along the way, no longer worried about making noise but only wanting to leave before the horde arrived.

____________

I woke with the light seeping into the room from above the blinds, and the press of a hand over my mouth. I gasped, struggling to sit up, and saw Magnus above me, leaning over. My eyes went wide in understanding, and he released his grip. His finger hovered over his lips, urging me to stay silent.

I rubbed my eyes, wondering what time it was, and saw that our door was open. Magnus had convinced me to sleep in the next room over, leaving our pillows under the blankets. The entire residence in this wing had been empty when we’d returned, and I’d thought he might be playing it a little too cautiously.

“Come with me,” he whispered, pressing a gun into my palm.

I took it without a second thought and followed him to the room next door, where we were supposed to be sleeping. The door was flung open, and I saw what had him so worked up. There were half a dozen bullet holes in each bunk’s bedding.

“Are they still here?” I asked softly.

“I don’t think so, but we’re going to have to do a thorough sweep of the place,” Magnus answered.

We’d managed to sneak in late last night, after a drink or two of whiskey at Magnus’ request. It had been a terrible idea, but my nerves were fried, and it had managed to take the edge off.

We walked through the building, alert and moving with efficiency, and ten minutes later, we’d returned to the hall we started at, sure the place had been evacuated.

“They left us here, tried to kill us. I’m assuming they saw us sneaking around last night,” I said.

“I’m going to gather our things. Let’s not dawdle.” Magnus clenched his jaw. “Hit the can, and let’s find something to eat before we leave.”

Somehow, even with the stress and fear of today’s coming events, I’d slept soundly, the kind of refreshing dreamless state you had after a hard day’s efforts. There was nothing but a candle to light the way inside, and I did my business before washing my face. The Restorers might not love technology, but they’d found a way to maintain indoor plumbing, and I was grateful for that as the cool water hit my skin.

Twenty minutes later, we had our packs loaded with whatever supplies we’d found scattered around, including a couple of handguns, and a rifle with spare ammunition.

“Why do you never seem worried about anything?” I asked.

“Because we’re going to figure this out. We always do,” Magnus said.

“We’re not invincible, Mag. Look at Terrance,” I said. “We’ve lost a lot of our team along the way. Mae, Vanessa, Ray, General Heart… Patrice...”

I stopped. Even though it had been a few years, the pain of losing Terrance still cut deep.

Magnus grabbed me by the shoulders, squaring me to face him. We were in the foyer, ready to leave, and I didn’t expect what came next. “You will solve this. That’s why I’m not worried, Dean. You’re the Recaster, the one we all look to to lead us. I’m only here for the ride, buddy. You already know what needs to be done. Look for it.”

I was taken aback. “I didn’t think you believed in all that Recaster stuff. Didn’t you call it religious mumbo-jumbo told by a telepathic bird?”

“I did, but that doesn’t mean I don’t believe,” he admitted, continuing through the exits.

It was foggy out, the sun threatening to rise for the day. I hadn’t realized how early I’d woken up. I glanced at the tower, wondering if there were still prying eyes on us, but I doubted it. They seemed to have vanished from here.

“Where do we go?” he asked.

I considered the problem. Frasier must have come to pick up Amada and the others, along with the plans for the space station. I needed to arrive there before he did, but we were far from any colonies, and I had no way of reaching Paul or anyone else. We only had one choice.

“The Stuffed Truffle,” I said, shouldering my pack.

We walked quickly, and I pulled the jacket tight around my neck as the crisp morning air trickled in. We found the pub, as we had the night before, and it seemed ominously quiet everywhere we traveled today. I listened for any noises but couldn’t even hear birds chirping.

Magnus must have felt the unease as well, because he dropped his bag and held the rifle in his hands. I did the same, holding the 9MM in mine, and we arrived at the pub’s door, instantly seeing something was wrong. It was loose on the hinges, the lock broken from the dark wooden slab.

Magnus went first, using his foot to open the door. There were bodies here. Familiar faces from last night were dead, their bodies strewn around the room, most of them shot, with visible wounds. Gun raised, I stepped over the deceased, moving for the rear of the pub. More people were there, killed in their sleep on the bunks Gabriel had arranged for their people.

I found the leader, his chest rising and falling raggedly. He was at the rear of the room, and Magnus shone a flashlight over him. Blood spilled from his mouth as I crouched beside the man.

“What happened?” I asked as I searched for his wounds. His stomach was drenched with red, and I knew there was nothing I could do.

“Frasier. They came two hours ago. He…” Gabriel coughed, his eyes lolling backward. “Out back. Lander tarped. Hurry. Stop…”

The life fled the man, and Magnus laid a hand on my shoulder. “We have to go.”

“He said there was a lander outside.” I led Magnus through the door and into an alley, and we searched for the hidden vehicle, finding it half a block down, enclosed by three dusty tarps. If I didn’t know what I was looking for, I wouldn’t have suspected they held a full-sized lander beneath the coverings.

Magnus was already pulling them free of the bungee cords and opening the side door. “Do we go to Rome? Find reinforcements?”

“I don’t think we have time. We have to beat him to the station,” I said.

Magnus appeared ready to tell me I was crazy. That we didn’t have EVAs or proper weaponry, but he bit his tongue, nodding in agreement.

Magnus headed for the pilot’s seat. “Fine, but I’m flying it.”


Twenty-One

They bounded through the exit, and Slate motioned them all away, standing between the kids and the bloodthirsty Impaths. He fired at them with the pulse rifle, Jules seeing him strike a couple before changing tactics. He began to aim at the corridor ceiling, shouting for them to keep running. They did, and Jules heard the rocks crumbling in. One of the creatures flew by him, heading straight toward their group, but Dean was there to shoot it twice. It skidded to a halt, where he shot it again in the head for good measure.

Slate kept firing until the exit to the cavern was blocked by debris, and he arrived at their sides covered in dirt and blood, his head wound patched roughly. “Looks like no one will be using this shortcut for a while,” he said, and Lolin nodded grimly. “Are we almost there? Or are there more monsters we need to worry about?” Slate asked her.

“That is it.”

“I really wish you would have told us about them before we swam under the waterfall,” Slate told her, his voice rife with anger.

“I assumed you knew about the Impaths,” she said.

Slate rolled his eyes. “We aren’t from this planet.”

“I don’t understand,” Lolin said.

“Can we walk as we discuss this? I’d rather be as far away from those things as we can,” Jules suggested, and they started forward. The corridor inclined again at a consistent rate, and she felt the elevation change as they went. Her ears tingled, the pressure building up.

“Lolin, do you know you’re on a planet?” Dean asked her.

“We are from the valley,” she said.

Jules flashed Dean a grin, and he kept going. “A valley in a mountain range, on a continent between two oceans, on a planet.”

Lolin appeared stunned. “I do not understand.”

Slate interjected. “Not now, Dean.”

“I’m beginning to see why they didn’t want to leave when the word was out about the dying star. They don’t even comprehend space travel,” Dean said, and Jules noticed Slate had flicked off the translator.

“I see that too. Let’s pass through here, see if the others are there to meet with us, and do our best to explain to their leaders the direness of the evacuation,” Slate said.

“Sounds like a plan,” Jules said.

The corridor narrowed, and Lolin led them forward, picking up the pace as they went. Jules finally smelled something other than the stale cavern air, and she knew they were close to the exit.

Canni was carrying Kira, who’d stayed quiet since her near-death experience. The trek through the rest of the mountain pass took almost an hour. By the time they saw light coming out the other end, they were all bone-weary. Canni had switched off with Slate, who had Kira in his arms like an infant.

“Is this it, Lolin?” Slate asked.

“We are at the exit.” She smiled at them, her face grimy and dirty from the corridors, but her spirits were high, passing her mood to the others.

Jules followed the girl out of the tunnels, and her breath caught in her throat at the amazing view. Low-hanging clouds sat halfway up the surrounding mountains; a blue-green lake centered the valley below, with pink flowers filling fields. It was like something out of a fairy tale.

“No wonder they don’t want to leave,” Extel Four said. “This is beautiful.”

“Is this your home?” Jules asked the Nirzu girl.

“On the far side of the lake. Until the Collector destroyed our village,” Lolin said, a tear falling over her green cheek.

“Sun’s fading fast, and it’ll vanish quickly within this range. We need to hurry down this mountainside,” Slate said.

“We will be fine. Come.” Lolin motioned them forward. The trees within the valley were lush and green, unlike the rest of the planet’s vegetation, which was dying in the cooling temperatures. It was like this region remained unaffected by the dying star. Jules guessed the locals would attribute this to their god, but she was sure Suma would have a more scientific explanation for them eventually.

“How far up are we?” Dean asked Slate.

“I’d say a good two thousand feet. It’s going to be one hell of a drop,” Slate said.

Lolin shook her head as his words translated. “We have another way.” She was moving quickly despite the fact that she’d walked for an entire day, and through the tunnel pass twice. Jules didn’t know where the girl found the energy.

They stopped at a cliff accompanied by a wooden platform, with an intricate system of poles along the mountain’s downslope. Ropes ran through hand-carved pulleys, and Jules caught on to the purpose of the contraption fairly quickly. “It’s a gondola lift.”

“A what?” Wentle buzzed.

“On Earth, before things like hovering cars and spaceships, they used them to carry people up and down mountains. Right, Uncle Zeke?” Jules explained.

Slate set a hand on her shoulder. “Right, kiddo. But this thing… it looks a little janky. Are you sure it’s safe?"

“We used it to bring our people up late last night,” Lolin told them. “It’s perfectly fine.”

“Fine, like walking in the dark through a cavern of flying monsters, fine?” Dean mumbled.

Jules slapped him on the arm, giving him a reproachful glare.

“Everyone in,” Slate ordered, and he placed Kira on the wooden surface, crouching next to her. Her arm had bandages on it, and she seemed even smaller to Jules at that moment. “Are you doing okay, Kira?”

She nodded. “You bet, Professor Slate. I can be tough like Jules too.” She shot Jules a smile, which was quickly returned.

Jules walked onto the platform, and it began to sway in the wind. She grabbed hold of the wooden railing, which only went stomach-high on her. She’d have felt safer if the platform was enclosed, but it was going to be a lot faster than walking down the mountain.

Once they were all on, Lolin explained to Slate how it worked, and soon he was using a large wooden wheel to lower them. Canni helped, and they both grunted as they tried to move the platform smoothly along the cable system. Muscles tensed and jutted out on both of them, and Jules was glad she didn’t have to attempt the feat. Without her abilities, it would have been impossible.

While they descended, she tested her barrier again, attempting to let her powers through, but there was nothing on the other side. She was drained once more.

“Do you think you will be able to help us regain our home?” Lolin asked Jules. They both stood on the end of the platform, resting their elbows on the railing.

“We’ll try,” Jules said. The truth was, they were in a dire situation, and didn’t know if Loweck, Suma, and the rest of the students were safe, or if the Collector had harmed them as well. Jules glanced to the sky, as if seeking a flying ship. It was quiet. She thought he might have left once he’d gathered his specimen, the Nirzu boy. Part of her hoped he was gone, but that would mean Lolin would be without her betrothed.

“Where is your god?” Jules asked, nodding to the valley.

“See the triple peaks directly across from us?” Lolin asked, referencing the largest mountains at the opposite end of the large valley. They were hard to miss.

“Sure. I see them.”

“He rests inside.”

“Good.” Jules almost expected her powers to flare up at the mention of the portal stone, but they remained silent.

“All done,” Slate grunted as they settled into place at the foot of the mountain. As he’d suggested, the fading sunlight was all but gone when they climbed off the platform onto the lush grass below.

“Maybe we should build one of these for our training facility, Slate,” Canni suggested. He rubbed his biceps, massaging them. “I’ve never had such a good workout.”

“I’ll stick to the classics, thank you.” Slate was the last out, and Jules knew he was exhausted.

“Should we camp here for the night?” she asked.

They all stared at Lolin. “I have the perfect spot.”

A half hour later, they were nestled into a copse of trees, some of them made into shelters by Lolin’s people. “My people use these when we gather herbs and vegetation from this side of the lake,” she explained.

“Lolin, are we in danger here? Any predators we should know about?” Slate asked her as he set up their portable fire system.

“Not unless this Collector returns,” she said.

Slate peered to the darkening sky above. “I have a feeling we haven’t seen the last of him yet.” He took a quick glance at Jules, and she felt his implication. If he knew there was an Iskios or something not quite human, she was sure the Collector might turn his eye on her. It was an unsettling notion.

They ate and drank their fill of water, each of them taking turns bathing in the warm lake, washing off the sweat and dirt gathered in the caves.

Soon they found their bed rolls, leaving Jules to fall asleep quickly after the strenuous last couple of days.

____________

“You sure we have time for this detour?” Magnus asked.

“I’m not, but I’d rather be prepared then caught off-guard. Frasier’s going to need time to evaluate the findings from Alfonsi’s, and that buys us a little leeway.” I saw the familiar shape of my parents’ old farmhouse and instantly felt better. This was my home, the place that my family went when we needed to escape the daily hustle and bustle. It had become our home away from home, and I loved coming here. The only thing that would have made this moment better would have been having my family here to greet me.

Magnus settled the lander to the parking pad and tapped the door open. “Just how are we going to gain entrance to the space station?”

I grinned at him, pulling a tiny wood-covered device from my pocket. I tossed it at him, and he grabbed it in midair. “What’s this?”

“The plans from Alfonsi’s,” I told him.

“Wait, you gave them a fake?” Magnus was grinning ear to ear.

“No. I made a copy.” I hopped out, heading for my house. It was warm out, and I swatted at a mosquito that had landed on my arm. It left a trail of my own blood.

“How the hell did you do that? This thing is wooden.”

“I cheated. I know we weren’t supposed to bring electronics and stuff, but I had the old replicator Clare made me some time ago. You place it on a device and it sucks the data from it, storing it safely. The covering also makes it impenetrable to scans. Amada handed the data stick over for long enough for me to make the copy.”

“I wish you would’ve told me about this sooner. It would have saved me a lot of stressing out,” he said.

“Would you believe I forgot to mention it?”

“No. What do you have for us here?” Magnus asked.

“Follow me,” I said, leading him to the far side of the house, where my barn sat locked. I used a keycode, and the doors clicked open. Magnus gazed around, searching for something, and I shook my head. “Underneath.”

Magnus helped me move some hay bales, and there sat my trap door. Again, I keyed a secret code in, and it unlatched. “You and this Alfonsi guy think alike. Am I the only one who doesn’t have a hidden trap door somewhere at his house?”

“You should have one. I bet Natalia does,” I said with a laugh. I was feeling less panicked in the comfort of my home. The jokes were a good way for me to distract my nerves.

“If Nat has a secret room, I don’t want to know what’s inside,” Magnus said.

He followed me into the hidden cellar and whistled when I flicked the lights on. There was a wall of armored EVAs, an energy field-protected wall of weaponry, and countless tools I’d gathered over the years.

“Looks like you’re prepared.” Magnus was already grabbing for supplies, grinning at me. “Do you have any cigars?”

“You wish,” I told him. “Didn’t Nat ask you to stop smoking them?”

Magnus grunted as he lifted up one of the armored suits, likely checking if any of them would fit his larger frame.

“I keep a spare for Slate. You should be able to fit into that one,” I told him, pointing to the end of the room.

“Fine, I’ll wear his used gear,” Magnus said.

“Do you miss him?” I asked.

“Miss who?”

“Slate being your commander.” I shoved a few concussion grenades into the bag, hoping I wasn’t going to need them.

Magnus started slipping into the suit, clasping it together. It was a little snug on his wide frame. “He can be a pain in the butt, but he’s a good commander. Scratch that… he’s a hell of a commander. Probably could have his own ship on the next round of Alliance vessels.”

I liked to hear that. “When are they coming?”

“We’ve already built the last two, and they’re going to be up and operational in a few months. Light is the one Sarlun’s been overseeing, and we’ve already discussed offering it to Slate, with Loweck as his commander,” he told me.

“Really? What about their roles at the Academy?”

“The school can find other weapons and combat teachers. The Alliance is growing, and our explorations teams are crucial to the continued safety and expansion of the group,” Magnus said.

“I know the kids would miss them,” I said.

“Our kids are also only a year or so out from graduating,” Magnus said.

“It’s hard to believe that. Jules will only be fifteen when she’s done. Can you imagine her acting as a Gatekeeper at that age?” I asked. “She’s still a kid!”

Magnus chuckled as he moved his armored suit’s gloved fingers, testing the fit. “I can picture her out there. She’d do a better job than half of our current team. She’s good, Dean. You know that.”

“I do. It’s tough to picture. I have a hard enough time letting her go to class every day without Mary or me watching over her,” I told him.

“She acts older than most adults I know, Dean. Stop worrying about her so much.” Magnus held his helmet under his arm. “How do I look?”

I ignored the question. “Wouldn’t you worry about Patty if she had Iskios powers?”

Magnus stared at me. “I have enough to worry about with Patty, believe me.”

“What’s going on?”

“She’s acting out. I think we may have made a mistake pulling her from the Academy. She has no interest in regular school either, and she’s suddenly gone boy-crazy,” Magnus said.

“So basically, she’s fourteen?” I smiled at him, but he frowned in return.

“Doesn’t mean I have to like it. Boys are so much simpler,” he said. “Dean’s a great kid, with a solid head on his shoulders. He makes good decisions.”

“That’s not because he’s a boy. There are a lot of boys doing really dumb things all the time,” I assured him.

“That’s true.”

“There’s another reason he’s well-behaved. “

“What’s that?” Magnus asked with a raised eyebrow.

“It’s all in the name. Did you know Dean means valley?” I asked.

Magnus laughed. “Not quite as strong as a mountain, is it?”

“Or if you dig deeper, Dean means law or justice in Hebrew,” I added.

“Why do you know this?”

I blew air from my cheeks. “I don’t know. I think it was for a school project when I was a kid.”

“Law. Justice. I like it. I mean, it does kind of fit with you, doesn’t it?” Magnus asked. “Like right now. You’re stopping a potential madman from devastating the Earth and our people. More than a valley could do.”

“Speaking of which, play time is over.”

“Who’s wasting time? You don’t even have your suit on,” he said.

I held a tablet and removed the wooden casing from the replicated drive. With great care, I pressed the device into the tablet and held my breath. For a moment, the screen remained blank before data began pouring over into an organized folder.

“Gotcha,” I told Frasier, wherever he was.

Magnus was staring at the documents over my shoulder. “Why can’t we just dock, and enter the station? We’ll tell Paul we’re going. Surely he can contact them.”

“I would, but he told me they closed it off a couple years ago. The space station doesn’t do much any longer. They can use its scope cameras to watch their colonies from above, but almost everything can be done remotely,” I explained.

“That seems… a little short-sighted,” Magnus said.

“I don’t think anyone expected a human to fly up there and try to use its position to wreak havoc from orbit.”

“Why not? That’s exactly what I would expect,” Magnus said.

“You’re not on the EDF, or whatever we used to call it, anymore. That ship has sailed.” I remembered the first meeting with Patrice Dalhousie in Washington all those years ago. It was in another lifetime. “Nothing we can do about it being vacant. Given the circumstances, that’s better. Frasier doesn’t know it’s empty, and the plans won’t have any details about the current occupancy. We have the advantage.”

“Only if we arrive first,” Magnus said.

“We will,” I told him with confidence.

“How do you know that?”

“Because Frasier only has one shot at this. He won’t know we know, and he doesn’t expect anyone to be meeting him at the station. He thinks he has time to read over the blueprints, devise his plan of attack, and then see it through.” I began the process of suiting up, clasping the armor around me.

It was thinner these days, more lightweight than ever before, and I appreciated the Inlorian and Keppe ingenuity in the design. Being part of this Alliance of Worlds might cause Mary headaches on a bureaucratic level, but I loved the resourcefulness it brought as all our races shared technology and ideas.

“Did you know that I’ve never even set foot on the station?” Magnus asked.

I shook my head. “I didn’t know that, but I guess it makes sense. You were on the first run for Heart to New Spero, and they hadn’t begun construction yet.”

“We need to contact Paul,” Magnus said, searching for a console in the wall.

“I’ll do it. You grab some more supplies. We don’t know how long we’ll be up there before Frasier hits. I doubt it will be long, but it’s better to be prepared in case they don’t have things like food or water stored away,” I said before crossing the room to stand by the console. I searched for Paul’s contact sheet, and tapped the icon.

Paul’s image appeared, a frozen picture, and an auto-reply message played. I shut the comm down and sent him an encrypted message.

Proceeding to orbit… I paused, checking the blueprint’s ID number. The station had a binary code linked to it, and I keyed that in to confuse anyone else that might read it. I knew Paul would search and cross reference it properly. With the Horizon captain. Adversaries planning on wiping out all electrical devices. Await signal to this line and send backup.

It was vague enough, but I knew there would be no future signal to his line if Frasier succeeded. I had to beat him there, and foil his plan.

“You all set?” Magnus asked.

“I guess so.”

“Did you reach Paul?”

“No, but I left an encrypted note. He’ll be there when we need him.”

Magnus dropped the two bags full of supplies and looked around. “Should we head to the lander?”

“Nope.” I grinned at him.

“Why not? Time is pressing and all of that.”

“Because I have a better way to get there,” I said, motioning to the stairs. We clunked our way up, carrying countless weapons and gear, where I led him across the barn.

I stopped at the edge of the invisible ship, and Magnus bumped into it. He grunted and rubbed his head. “Don’t tell me…”

“You bet. The old ship lives again,” I told him, laughing at his reaction.

I used my suit’s arm console and deactivated the cloaking on the modified Kraski ship. “We found some trouble in this bad boy.” The sleek white ship ran the length of the barn, its tip touching the large double doors. I ran a gloved hand over the exterior and tapped the rear hatch open. The ramp lowered silently, stopping on the hay-covered ground.

“We’re really doing this, aren’t we?” Magnus asked, stepping forward onto the inclined ramp.

I followed him onto the ship and looked around, the lights powering up at our movement. “We’re going to save the world again.”

“I wonder who pulled the triggers on us while we slept. Do you think it was Amada? We saved her life. She owed us one.” Magnus walked through the familiar cargo hold, across the hall, and onto the bridge. This was the same ship we’d started the adventure in, and I’d kept it as a memento, knowing full well I might need it again one day. “Let’s fire her up and get this over with. I miss my wife and kids, not to mention my ship.” He sat in the pilot’s seat, craning his neck to grin at me.

“So do I. Here.” I leaned over the seat, tapping a button on the console. “This will help.” The roof to my barn opened, slowly hinging apart along the walls, the middle of the peak spreading wide.

“Nice touch,” Magnus said, and the ship hummed to life. The engines on, Magnus guided the vessel upwards, my farmhouse appearing in the viewscreen. When this was all over, I was going to take a week here with the family to unwind. We were all going to need it.

With the touch of a few icons, Magnus directed the craft higher and higher, moving through the troposphere. My stomach rolled with a mixture of nervousness and excitement.


Twenty-Two

The walk along the lake was far easier than the rest of the journey had been. Gone were the constant complaints from the Academy students. Even Kira and Wentle seemed hardened to their new reality. Jules could finally see the years of theoretical training giving way to practicality as they were forced to make difficult choices in short periods of time.

Extel Four walked beside Jules as the newest member of the Academy among their group. She was a little out of her element at the Academy, and she idly chatted with Jules about trying to fit in more. There were roughly thirty Inlorian students registered, but even at home, she’d struggled to make friends. This was something Jules was quite familiar with from her early years at the school, and Jules attempted to pass on some sage wisdom. She almost laughed thinking about herself as clever or wise, especially compared to someone like Regnig, who was surely at the top of both categories in the known universe.

This made her wonder what her blood showed on the test results. She’d left before he’d been able to analyze them, and she knew it all had something to do with her lacking Iskios powers. They were surging, then vanishing. Not a good combination.

“What was your home like?” Jules asked Extel as they rounded a cove on the lake. The water was misting in the cool morning air, the surface smooth. Jules peered over the edge, catching her bedraggled reflection. She let her hair down, running her hands through it, then reset it in a ponytail.

“Not too different than this. We weren’t in the cities. My mother, Extel Three, was on a town council,” she said.

“Your father?”

Extel Four shook her head. “Never knew him.”

“Did you ever expect to be sent to a school on another planet?” Jules asked.

“Mother said things were far different before the mining began. The discovery of the Inlorian bars, and their usefulness, changed everything for our people. We joined your Alliance, and honestly, the planet grew too quickly. Suddenly, it had all the wealth it never had before, which meant new health care, new technology, and of course, new dangers. We were attacked at least five times in the first two rotations of the star,” Extel said.

Jules hadn’t heard it put that way, and listened closely. “My father speaks highly of your people.”

“Your father and the Alliance also found a colony world for us to expand to. That was very kind and gracious of the Alliance,” Extel said.

“I was there that day. First group to the surface,” Jules said, smiling at the girl.

“Really?” Her eyes went wide. Extel’s four lower arms dangled at her sides, her top two raised in the air. “That’s pretty exciting. I want to visit one day.”

“Maybe we can make that happen,” Jules said.

Slate was ahead, scouting the upcoming village with Lolin, and his sharp whistle cut through the chilly morning.

Dean was next in line, and he stopped walking, everyone circling around him. “Stay here until Slate whistles again.”

And then the noise came, echoing through the valley. It was the sound of a ship. Jules dropped her pack, picking up a pulse rifle. Dean had a pistol in his hand, and Canni held two grenades, ready to defend the students. They looked like toys in his large Keppe palms.

They couldn’t see the ship yet, and Jules could only hope it wasn’t the Collector, coming to attack them in the open like this. He was in a ship and would destroy them quite easily. She tried to find her powers and felt a faint trickle arrive through her barrier, her eyes glowing slightly, her fingertips vibrating.

Slate whistled again, and Dean waved everyone forward. “Come on, he might need our assistance.”

Jules finally spotted the ship and breathed a sigh of relief. It was one of the borrowed Nirzu vessels.

The village ahead was in shambles, stone and mud buildings knocked to the ground. Jules noticed how the place was set up, with residences on the right side, and other buildings on the left closer to the water. There were trees lining a path toward the mountain looming over the village, and she instantly knew that was where the locals claimed their god was buried within the caves. Jules felt the draw to the pathway now but stopped herself as they neared Slate and Lolin. Her uncle was rushing toward the incoming ship, and when it landed, Loweck hopped out before the door was all the way open.

Loweck embraced Slate, her words too soft for the rest of them to hear.

The students that had gone with Loweck weren’t present, and Jules spoke up. “Where are the kids?”

Loweck glanced up, her eyes dark against her orange skin. “I left them with Suma. Her ship was attacked. She’s injured but safe. I had to find you. What’s going on here? Who’s attacking us?”

Slate and Loweck joined Jules and the others, and Jules answered, “The Collector. I saw his ship, and Lolin here” – she pointed to the robed Nirzu girl –“says he attacked her village. This is it.” Jules motioned to the rubble surrounding them.

“What do we do?” Canni asked, his gaze darting across the sky.

“We go to Suma, drop the kids off, and track this monster,” Slate said.

Loweck nodded, but Jules was walking away, heading toward the mountain cliff beyond. She stopped a few meters down, staring at the caves. The same feeling was tugging at her as she’d felt when they’d first arrived on the planet. Only it was picking up steam, stronger here because of her proximity to the god trapped near the village.

“I can’t go with you,” Jules said.

“Of course you can. Everyone in the shuttle,” Slate ordered, but Jules remained where she stood.

“Lolin, where is your god? If I follow the path, will I find him?” Jules asked, her powers beginning to seep in, slowly filling her body.

“Follow the path. How did you know our prayer?” Lolin asked, standing beside her.

Slate was ushering the rest onto the ship, and soon came to join Jules. “Look, you have to come with us. It’s not safe here with this Collector running around. We’re better off together,” he said.

But Jules could hardly hear him. The pounding in her ears was growing louder, until it was banging like a demanding drum. She glanced at Slate, her eyes fully green and glowing. Her footsteps were light as she started away, voices behind her drowning out. She felt someone grab her arm, but she pushed them away with her powers. No one could stop her. Jules was being beckoned into the cliffside beyond the village, where a dormant god lay among the rocks.

____________

We remained cloaked and arrived at the space station an hour later. It was a beauty, eight spokes centering the main station ring. It used to be connected to a more complex string of pedways and other structures, but many of the original plans had been dismantled and repurposed in the aftereffects of the Bhlat invasion. Some of it was actually destroyed in that initial incursion, and now the sole circular station hub was all that remained.

We hovered there, watching it for a good hour, running scans and ensuring there was no one docked along the underside.

“I always get goosebumps seeing Earth from this vantage point,” Magnus said.

“You’ve seen over a hundred worlds from the comfort of your bridge, haven’t you?” I asked.

“Probably, but this is Earth. Our world. No matter the other sights we see, whether gorgeous lush water-covered worlds, or ice planets pristinely devoid of pollution and panic, or gas giants, there’s nothing like witnessing our own planet from above. Don’t you think?”

“Well said, and I totally agree.” I would always remember the first time Magnus and I left in this very ship, seeing Earth then the moon as we flew toward the Kraski mother ship, bringing the Kalentrek with us that would eventually destroy most of their population.

This had a similar feeling to it, for some reason. The circumstances were far different, but the importance of protecting our planet and people was the same.

“Shall we?” Magnus asked.

“Let’s dock,” I said, checking the plans on my armored EVA’s console. I tapped the screen, activating the codes needed to dock safely and gain access to the station, and Magnus moved our ship closer to our destination. The station was slowly rotating, but Magnus deftly controlled the ship past the invisible energy barrier and into a docking bay.

We latched on with a click and a slight shake of the ship, and I breathed deeply in my helmet. “Here we go. Did you scramble the readouts?”

Magnus nodded. “They won’t be able to sense our ship is anywhere near, unless they attempt to dock in the same bay.”

“That’s why we chose the most obscure slot, right?” I asked.

“Right. I doubted anyone analytical would attempt to dock in bay five out of twenty.” Magnus stood, and we walked toward the cargo bay. “It looks like part one of our plan is set. Are we going to be able to spring a trap to catch him?”

“I hope so.”

“We could attack the ship when it arrives,” Magnus told me.

That had been weighing on my mind, but there would be other casualties. I knew Frasier had a few others with him, and the thought of killing him along with Amada, or especially Bonnie, weighed heavily on my conscience.

“I hear you, but we can’t, Mag. If we capture him, we can set this straight. He’s the problem, we’ve learned that,” I told my friend, and he stuck a fist out. I bumped it with my gloved hand.

“Good. He might be coming at any time. We’d better figure this station out.” Magnus hit the ramp release, and soon we were heading off the comfort of our Kraski ship and into the bowels of the vacated space station above Earth.

We were greeted with an open room, walking through the energy field keeping the vacuum of space at bay. I’d docked somewhere near here the first time we’d arrived, after chasing Leslie and Terrance, and the memory suddenly made me miss my old hybrid friend. We’d lost enough of our allies over the years. I wasn’t going to let Frasier do something stupid just because he had ideas and opinions about our colonies.

“Is there air on this thing?” Magnus asked.

“No. That’s why we need to keep our suits on,” I said.

Magnus hopped, landing with a clank of his boots. “But the gravity is working.”

I glanced around, seeking signs of something out of place. “You’re right. But they may have kept the generator running.”

“Doesn’t sound right. It would only take about five minutes to have this baby purring again. Why leave the gravity genie going?” he asked, making a good point.

I crossed the bay, heading to the console on the wall. I went through the programs, choosing the air controls. “Air is on. Set for humans.”

“Why would the air be on? Unless someone’s already on board.”

A nervous jolt ran through me. “Maybe Paul was mistaken about there no longer being anyone stationed up here.”

“Maybe, but that doesn’t seem like something he’d be misinformed on.”

I opened the door, which led into a wide and tall corridor. The lights were on, and I reached for my pulse rifle one second too late.

“Drop it, Parker,” Amada said, stepping from around the corner. She wasn’t wearing an EVA, and I was sure I could shoot her before her weapon penetrated my armor.

“She said drop it.” Martina arrived behind us, pointing an old shotgun at us. “How are you alive?”

“Look, you really think…” Magnus began saying when Amada pressed a button on a hand-held device aimed at us. My pulse rifle whined as the energy bars dropped to nothing. My suit failed, the screens on my console and HUD going dark. Suddenly, the lightweight armored EVA felt like a hundred extra pounds of burden.

Amada frowned at me. “What are you asking, Martina? I thought Frasier said to leave these two behind.”

Martina spat on the ground, anger filling her eyes. “I shot them. Frasier didn’t want them alive. Did you hear what this spiky-haired traitor said?”

“How did you know who we were?” Magnus asked, popping his helmet off. I did the same.

“You didn’t have to kill those people at the pub,” I told her. That appeared to startle Amada.

Martina grabbed something from down the corridor, shoving it forward. The spikes were Bonnie’s. Her hands were tied up, and she was sporting a doozy of a black eye.

“I’m sorry. They… they beat it out of me,” she admitted.

“It’s okay, Bonnie. We’re going to get out of this,” I said with bravado I didn’t feel.

“I don’t think so,” Martina spat.

“Where’s Frasier?” Magnus asked.

“That’s none of your concern, is it?” Amada asked. “Martina, bring them.”

We were led at gunpoint, our suits left behind in the hall near the exit. This wasn’t working out as I’d intended.

We passed by countless rooms, and I was impressed at how large the station was from the inside. It was always tough to gauge a structure like this in space, but there were three floors in the circular structure, and each level had somewhere around fifty rooms. From the plans we’d stolen from Alfonsi’s home, I was aware that the guts of the station, the intricate mechanical room and brains, were located on the lower level of the center point.

If we walked the entire way around, we’d end up returning to the docking bays and stumbling across our suits again. We didn’t make it a full circle.

There was little for decoration as we went, but I saw signs labeling sections of the station. The residences were one floor above us from doors one to seventy. The signs indicated the research labs were below us, doors twelve to thirty, with maintenance in rooms thirty-one and thirty-two. I was searching for an opening to retaliate, but these two women were keeping a close eye on us, not making a misstep.

The rooms we walked by here all had closed doors, with no windows and nothing to identify them. I was only trying to mark where we were and where we’d come from, because everything appeared the same on a station like this. If we were looking for a quick escape, I needed to know which way to head.

They turned us right eventually, through one of the spokes, which was one story, all floors leading to the single pedway system.

“You could let us go. Give us a few days to warn the colonies of what’s coming,” I pleaded.

“Not my decision,” Amada said. Bonnie was walking with us, and she stumbled into the wall as her legs gave out. I reached for her, and Martina struck out with her shotgun, bashing me in the forearm with the butt of the gun.

“Hands off. Bonnie, up.” Bonnie did as she was instructed, looking at the ground as she continued to walk.

“I’m sorry this happened to you,” I told the woman. She was one of the good ones, one of the few who’d infiltrated the Restorers. I expected Frasier didn’t take kindly to traitors. I also suspected he wasn’t going to go easy on Magnus and me.

“Not your fault. I knew what I was getting into. We need to make him see this is…” But Martina struck out again, hitting Bonnie on the back of the head with her palm.

“Shut up.” Martina was a tough cookie. Even Amada glared at the abusive woman.

The spoke’s hallway was at least a third of a kilometer long, and any comments Magnus and I offered the women were met with blank stares from Amada and the threat of an assault from Martina behind us. She’d seemed so pleasant near the Leaning Tower. Now she wore a constant frown, her hair falling into her face, her jaw clenched angrily.

Amada stopped as we neared a doorway. It was ten feet tall and almost as wide. This led to the center: the command station of the structure. Amada tapped the console, and the door beeped offensively, the light flashing red.

“What the hell?” Martina said. “Try again.”

Amada pressed the icon again with the same result. “Outta my way.” Martina shouldered past me, banging on the door. “Open the door, Frasier! It’s us.”

No response.

Magnus glanced at me, nodding toward Martina, whose back was turned to us. She was still slapping her palm against the doorway, and I knew this was it. Our one chance before things turned south and more permanently dire for our cause.

I nodded, confirming my comprehension. Magnus bolted forward, shoving Martina into the door, her head cracking against the hard surface. She dropped her shotgun, and it went off, sending the slug behind everyone. Bonnie must have been caught in the aftermath, because she sent off a blood-curdling scream.

Amada attempted to swing her rifle around, but in the close confines, she wasn’t able. I kicked out, sending the barrel of the rifle to the side, and swept her legs. She tumbled onto Martina, who was bleeding from a cut to her scalp. She tried to stand and rush Magnus, but her legs were intertwined with Amada’s. I clutched the fallen shotgun, and Magnus grabbed the rifle, stepping between Bonnie and me and the two Restorers.

“Hands in the air!” I shouted, and they obeyed, lifting their arms.

“I told you we should have tied them up,” Martina said, spitting out blood onto the floor.

I took a second to see if Bonnie was okay and saw her thigh was bleeding. Her bound hands pushed onto it as the door finally opened.

“Dean and Magnus. The Heroes of Earth, returned to aid in its salvation. How nice of you to join and bear witness to the final judgment day on our people.” Frasier stood, arms outstretched and welcoming. He was once again in a leather vest, no shirt beneath, and tanned leather pants. His long hair was tied behind his head, his beard oiled. He gave us friendly smiles, but the permanent frown he wore was stretched over his brow.

My hand twitched on the gun, but I didn’t pull the trigger.

“Do that and you won’t be able to stop what I’ve begun,” Frasier told me, eyeing my shotgun.

“What have you done?” I asked.

“Come inside and see, friends.” He waved us forward. There were other people within: some faces I’d seen at the villa, others at the hovertrain hijacking.

Amada and Martina went inside, and we kept our guns raised, even though none of the others in the room appeared armed. “You can do away with those. Redemption is already here.” Frasier grinned freely.

I tried to take stock of the room. It was massive, at least half a kilometer wide; the ceiling was glass above, as well as the rounded dome floor below. In the center, a platform stretched out, with eight pedways from each spoke meeting the command station. Frasier led us across the pedway and toward his waiting people. When he spoke again, his voice was deep, the cavernous room echoing each syllable.

“I have been enlightened, my friends. I went to Old Rome, as you know, to explain my plan, and can you believe the other Restorers rejected me and my ways? They were happy to continue the way they were going, with peace among everyone,” he said.

“What did you do?” This from Amada, surprising me. She clearly was learning something new about her leader.

“I killed them.” Frasier smiled as he said it. “I poisoned them at our dinner and walked away with something far greater than my EMP expander or the petty old dusty nukes from the Middle East.”

A huge projection screen grew visible as we landed on the white-floored main platform, where Frasier’s cronies stood waiting for his return. Numbers counted down on a large orange display. Currently, it showed fifteen minutes and eleven seconds.

“What is it?” I asked.

“This is our salvation. I will wipe the world, cleansing it of humanity. This was specially curated by some friends.” Frasier appeared so calm as he said this.

“Friends? I don’t understand,” I told him.

“It seems there are others out there that find humans irritating as well. They brought this weapon to me, and even the means to distribute it,” he said.

I tensed, peering at Magnus and then Amada, whose face had gone pale. “Who are your friends?”

“Oh, they say hello. They know you, Dean Parker, yes they do. They also know your daughter,” Frasier said, and I flinched.

“Who are they?” I asked, almost biting my tongue.

“Have you heard of PlevaCorp?”

I laughed at the irony.

“What are you laughing at?” he asked, his face calm but appearing genuinely curious.

“You, Frasier.” The numbers continued to count down. “You preach your distaste for our abhorrent technology, claiming it destroyed us, but here you are, partnering with the wealthiest big business corporation in the universe. They have armies of damned robots and specialize in weapons and technology. You’ve made a deal with the devil.”

Frasier’s team looked unsure, a couple of them glancing to the projected countdown nervously.

“Frasier, what the hell are you doing?” Amada asked. “You’ve gone too far.”

“Hold your tongue, woman. You’ve been a good sidekick, but if you want to stay there, you’d better be careful,” Frasier said. “And you… you don’t have the right to tell me about dealing with the devil. The man who handed our planet away in the first place doesn’t have a say.”

I calmed myself, lowering the barrel of the shotgun. My voice was quiet. “You can’t seriously be doing this to our people.”

“I am. In…” He stared at the screen and smiled, baring his white teeth to me. “Thirteen minutes, I will begin the cleansing process.”

I shook my head and pulled the trigger.


Twenty-Three

“I’ll go with her, Slate. Bring everyone to Suma, and come right back. Meet us at the cliff entrance. Lolin will guide you.” Jules heard Dean’s voice but hardly registered his words.

She strode forward with purpose, her feet barely touching the ground as she moved. She’d never felt so much power, never been so unable to control her own mind and actions. Deep within herself, she remembered the story about Papa the first time he’d been directed to a portal on New Spero. It was the same stone he and Slate had eventually traveled through to end up on Sterona, where their paths had intersected with Suma’s.

Suma had been a kid then, around Jules’ age, and she’d found herself trapped on the vacant alien world. It was fate or some other force that had guided Jules’ father that day, changing the course for so many races and worlds. This felt the same.

“Jules? Are you in there?” Dean asked, running beside her to keep up as she bounded across the pathway toward the cliff wall. It rose above a good four hundred feet, and she spoke softly, answering him.

“I am here,” she said, her voice sounding alien to her own ears.

“I’ll be right beside you. Whatever you need, ask. I won’t let anything happen,” he said.

The coherent part of Jules wanted to stop, to hug the older boy she had a crush on, but she wasn’t able to. She could only move.

They neared the cliff within a few short minutes, Jules not breathing hard at all from the effort, Dean panting and gasping behind her.

Jules’ feet lowered to the ground outside the cliff entrance. It was a crevasse in the stone, a deep rutting cut as if a giant had carved into it with an axe, and she was herself once again. The cloud over her mind was popped, and she turned to Dean.

His hair hung into his eyes, and he brushed it aside. She felt the tugging of the stone within, but it seemed to release her, knowing she was so close.

“I don’t know what I’m going to find in there. You should stay outside,” she warned Dean.

He walked over, setting his hands on her shoulders protectively. “No. I’d never leave your side. If you need to go, I’m coming too.”

She nodded and pressed into the older boy, wrapping her arms around him. He was so warm, and he laughed as he squeezed her in return. “What was that for?” he asked. She lifted onto her toes, the feeling that she might never see him again filling her mind. She kissed him on the cheek, then rushed away before she had to explain herself. He didn’t say a word, following close behind as they entered the cleft.

There were flickering torches along the walls, and she guessed the local Nirzu, who prayed to their god inside, never let the lights go out. There were some clear stones outside along the gravel pathway that Jules suspected also lit up at nighttime, soaking in the dying sunlight to glow when the star descended past the horizon.

There were carvings inside. At first, Jules thought the Nirzu must have done them, then she saw the familiar etchings of the portal symbols in the stone wall. There was something rudimentary and different about them here, as if scrawled by the hand of a child. She walked to one of them, tracing a finger over it. It began to glow bright green at her touch.

“That was unexpected.” The sound of Dean’s voice startled her.

She went to the next symbol and waved a hand near it, the carving taking on her green glow. Her heart began thrumming, the Iskios powers pressing hard into her body. Her limbs grew light, her legs weightless, but Jules kept walking, then floating over the path, each symbol burning hotly as she passed. Soon the light was blinding, and she squinted as the corridor opened into an expansive cavern. At the center sat the round crystal she’d seen in her vision.

Dean’s warning voice set alarms off inside her head, but she didn’t heed them; instead, she floated forward. Always forward.

The stone called to her. Begging assistance, offering so much, demanding even more. It was ten feet wide, not rough and jagged like some portal stones. It had the same purpose but felt unique, older than the others.

She closed her eyes as she lowered directly in front of the clear crystal sphere, and she was suddenly transported away.

A boardroom. Her eyes blinked open, seeing the faces of the Alliance board members.

“Mary, we have to do something about the threats. If we stand idly by while they continue to posture, it will only weaken our position,” the man across from her said. He was new to the role, but Mary was glad to have him on board. He talked a lot of sense…

She was pulled from her mother’s mind, sent through a wormhole of cascading lights until she stopped on a familiar bridge.

“We’d better return to Menocury L05, Captain,” Sergo said. “There’s nothing out here but hunks of rock and debris. I’d say we’ve been had.”

Natalia rubbed her temples, sitting in her husband’s chair. She wished he was there instead of her. Perhaps he wouldn’t have been tricked by the distress call.

“If we were lured here, then there was a reason. Turn this thing around and set course for Menocury this instant,” Natalia ordered Dubs, the android pilot taking the order and acting on it quickly.

“Yes, Captain.”

Natalia felt the nagging doubt she’d always had when considering command positions, and this only further amplified it. She’d always been better as the sidekick, with a gun in her hand and boots to kick the doors open. She wasn’t fit to order an entire ship around, especially not a starship of this stature. She missed Magnus and hoped he was…

Jules tried to mentally claw her way back inside her own mind, but once again, she was rushing through a tube of light, ending inside another…

Regnig shuffled across the room, the vials bubbling along the intricate arrangement of tubes and chemicals along the desk. This couldn’t be, could it? Her blood… it was different than before. Regnig sat in the chair, his old bones wishing for the comfort of his bed. It had been arduous, but he’d found what he sought.

The book was heavy in his lap, and he licked his clawtip before flipping the pages. There it was. Proof that she wasn’t alone, proof that his memory still served him. There were others, or had been others, with these gifts, and someone had had enough foresight to record the blood sample. The boy had been nearly the same age of maturity as Jules when they took over.

Regnig closed this book, reaching for the next. He found the marked pages telling the tale of O’ri of the Stor. At first, he was hailed their greatest champion, his abilities such a blessing to a dying people. Years after saving them from the brink of self-destruction, he vanished, only to appear a century later, demanding retribution for his years of slavery to the race.

Regnig set the book to his lap. There were others. Other children with the rare abilities, though very little was written in history about them. His hand shook as he watched the bubbling alchemy set. Was Jules going to go down the same dark path as some of her predecessors? Only time would tell.

Regnig’s tongue tapped his beak, and he decided to put some tea on before bed…

Jules hardly comprehended what she was being shown. Her mind screamed out, and she wasn’t sure if her voice did as well. The image shifted, bringing her somewhere new.

The projection counted down as he pulled the trigger, the man in front of him ducking to avoid the shot that didn’t occur. Dean knew he needed to shut the timer off, but it was going to be difficult with Frasier alive. All the doubt he’d felt before about killing the man had vanished the moment he’d mentioned Jules, and cutting a deal with PlevaCorp…

She attempted to cling to this vision, but she was tugged away with a greater force.

Papa! she called out into the universe, and she saw his head cock upwards as she was yanked away.

“Papa,” her real voice said, and she stared at the round crystal beckoning her. Then she was no longer Jules as she touched the crystal. It was hot to the touch, but she didn’t care. She was in an empty space, devoid of light or darkness; only a sense of everything filled her.

She was something different, perhaps an entity, perhaps more. A deep part of her understood why the Nirzu praised her as a god. Wait, she wasn’t the crystal. She was a girl. No, she wasn’t. She had never been a girl. Had she? She pressed harder into the stone, not with her physical hands, but with her Iskios powers.

Everything coalesced inside the crystal as it grew hotter, brighter, but she didn’t back down. The entire nowhere space she was inside shook, vibrated, and thrummed with energy until she was sure the universe would implode.

She burst apart, and everything made sense.

____________

Frasier ducked and rolled, but my shotgun wasn’t loaded. It clicked empty, and I dropped it to the ground. “Nice try, Parker, but you’re going to have to do better than that,” Frasier told me, aiming a pulse pistol at me.

“Amada, you can’t let him do this. He’s going to kill them. Destroy everything we’ve worked so hard to accomplish. Our people need you,” I pleaded, knowing we would need their help.

“Don’t listen to these fools,” Martina said, and Magnus kept his aim on her.

“There’s only eleven minutes left,” I told them. “If we don’t stop this weapon from going off, there’s no turning back. You may get your planet, but we won’t let this go without a fight. We’ll come here with everything we have and destroy you, Frasier.”

He had the look of a madman as he grinned at me. “It doesn’t matter, because this station is the weapon. I won’t be here either.”

His own people began to mutter from behind him. “Hold up, what did you say?” one of them asked.

“You told me you’d die for the cause, and that’s why you’re here, not down there, Calvin. Have you changed your mind?” Frasier asked.

It was now or never. The man he was addressing shook his head. “I haven’t changed my mind, but I think the cause you speak of is different from mine.” The Restorer shot Frasier, and this time, the man didn’t see it coming. Frasier dropped his pulse pistol, the weapon clattering to the ground.

“You’re too late,” Frasier said, turning to face me. His left hand clenched the bullet wound in his chest.

I ran to him as he fell to his knees. “How do we stop it?”

“You don’t.” He wore the same smile, and he coughed as his punctured lung gave way.

“Frasier, you can tell me. You don’t have to do this. Don’t let your life be a waste,” I told him, and Amada raced to his side, clutching Frasier’s hand.

“You loved me once. Tell us how to stop this ticking time bomb.” Amada was crying, and Frasier reached up with bloody fingers to wipe away her tears.

“It’s… too late,” he said, his head dropping to the ground. He didn’t breathe any longer, but his eyes remained open, staring at a spot above.

“Damn it!” Amada shouted.

I stood quickly, trying to assess our situation. The clock was still ticking away, and it was at nine minutes remaining. I raised the shotgun and faced the half-dozen Restorers. “Look, I don’t care what your pasts held, but we can’t let this happen. We need to work together to stop this station from catapulting into the atmosphere. Are we going to have any problems?” I asked, and they all shook their heads.

Martina took the opportunity to attack Magnus, sending a wild elbow toward his face. Magnus blocked it, his rifle falling to the platform. She struck out again, hitting him in the stomach, and she reached for the gun. Magnus didn’t wait. He pushed her over the railing, and she screamed as she fell to the glass below, landing with a thud. Her yelling stopped, and she remained still.

“Anyone else?” Magnus asked, grabbing his gun. His face was grim as he raced to the center platform, and we activated the main console.

“Who knows what he did? Calvin?” I asked the man, and he ran behind me.

“I can’t believe he went this far. He was always a little deranged, but he didn’t tell us about killing the others in Old Rome when he picked us up, I swear,” Calvin said.

“That’s fine. We can deal with that later. In the meantime, we have a few minutes to prevent Earth from being destroyed.” My fingers flew across the console screen, trying to see what could be done.

“Okay, let me think. He said the weapons were everywhere. I think he spread them out to prevent anyone from moving them, should he be boarded.” Calvin pointed at a blueprint schematic I brought up. “He had us place some in each of these locations.” He pointed with a shaky finger to several random spots. No one would have been able to uncover a pattern to his madness.

“How big are they?” Magnus asked.

“About the size of a trunk. It took two of us to carry each one,” Calvin said.

“Where’s your ship? How did you fly here?” I asked.

“It’s gone. They didn’t want you to think the station was inhabited,” he told us.

“Okay. We have a ship here. We can bring the devices onto it, then send it off at full thrust,” I said.

Mag pointed at the countdown. “Dean, we have seven minutes. There’s no time for this. We need to move the station away.”

It wasn’t a fast ship, but it did have thrusters, and the entire station rumbled as they started firing up. I switched screens, seeing the path Frasier had programmed in.

“Magnus, use the tablet.” I shoved it at him. “Find out where the override is.”

I peered at the group of Restorers and saw someone helping Bonnie with her wound. We needed to move everyone out of here, and I told Amada so.

She shook her head. “You figure out how to change the trajectory?”

“I got it!” Magnus shouted in triumph. “Here.” He leaned over me, tapping the keys. “Looks like we can’t change the course without doing it manually.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means we can fly the station the other direction, away from Earth, but it will still detonate,” he told me.

I glanced at the clock. Five minutes.

“Everyone out of here! Magnus, lead them to the ship. You need to leave now!” The urgency was overwhelming.

“Dean, you can’t mean you’re going to stay and pilot this,” he said.

“Just go. I’ll see if there’s any other options. Make it home to your family!” I shouted, and he paused a second before obeying the order. He led the Restorers across the platform, Bonnie being carried by two of them, and saluted me briefly before the door closed.

I hardly noticed that Amada was there by my side.

The clock told me there were four and a half minutes before the space station exploded, and the detonation was going to be unlike any before it. PlevaCorp would have seen to it.


Twenty-Four

“Jules!” Someone was shouting at her, shaking her at the shoulders.

Jules Parker blinked her eyes open, and the darkness of the room was almost startling. Dean stared at her, his face pale. Nothing would ever be the same; Jules knew this. She’d seen too much, gone too far. She lifted a hand, looking at it as if it couldn’t even be connected to her body.

“Jules, we have to go. The ship… it’s here.”

“What ship?” Her voice was even, her tone unfamiliar.

“The Collector. I heard something and ran outside. He’s heading for the others. Our friends.”

Jules smiled. Somehow the concerns of the human were distant, irrelevant. “What of it?”

“What of it? Jules, what happened to you?” he asked, and she tried to remember. She’d floated to the round stone, and she glanced at it now, no longer feeling the infectious draw to it. She touched it.

“I understand the stones now,” she said softly.

“What are you talking about? The Iskios powers?” he asked.

“That’s what you would call them. But no, they never belonged to the Iskios. They are ancient, trapped in a stone like this one on the world the Theos banished the Iskios to. The Iskios energy connected to it, my mother being possessed by the energy, passing it on to me within her womb.” Jules ran a hand over her stomach.

“You’re freaking me out, Jules.” Dean stepped away from her, his eyes wide with fear. “You don’t sound the same. Are you still Jules?”

She nodded. “I am Jules Parker, but I am more.”

“Whatever you are, we need to get the hell out of here, unless you want to be frozen for the rest of time on the Collector’s ship.” Dean was grabbing at her forearm, and Jules only smiled.

“We have nothing to fear from him. Come,” she said, touching Dean’s arm. They were enveloped in the energy field, and she rushed them forward, moving out of the caves, away from the now-silent stone. She’d come back for it soon. It was part of her now.

Dean stared at her with open fear at first, but he was soon smiling as they lifted from the ground. Jules knew he was always a little afraid of her; everyone was. They pretended to not be bothered by her powers, but she knew they were, even her family. She didn’t blame them. She was afraid of what she could do as well.

They hovered ten feet over the grass, the valley bright and beautiful in the afternoon. At this moment, in the sanctuary of the lush valley, you’d never know that the entire world was going to die in the next decade, perhaps sooner. There was nothing that could be done about it, not even by someone like Jules. Some things in nature weren’t mean to be trifled with, and the power of a star was one of them.

The cylinder ship was huge, greater than she’d guessed when she’d spotted it roaring above them the other day. It floated above the makeshift camp at the top of the ridge where Jules saw the rest of the students, along with Slate, Loweck, and Suma, who was lying on the ground.

“They’re not moving,” Dean said, pointing at them.

Jules could see that there was a pale amber beam emanating from the Collector’s vessel, casting a net over the Academy group. The platform along the mountain ridge was generally flat and at least two hundred meters long, half that wide. Jules lowered herself and Dean to the edge of it, staying a safe distance away from the time-freezing beam.

She watched for a moment, trying to discern if the Collector was going to reveal himself. “How do we help them?” Dean’s voice was low, as if he didn’t want to draw attention to them.

Jules grew angry, watching the beam trap her friends. They’d come here for a simple mission and instead had to deal with unfair hardships, all because of this Collector. They’d been shot down, nearly drowned and killed by the underwater eels. They’d been forced to march through unforgiving terrain, walk through monster-infested caves in the dark, and now he was pursuing them with single-minded focus.

Jules found herself inside her mind, amid all the confusion and chaos since her powers had emerged once again. She tried to press her barrier into place, but it failed. The tingling she used to feel in her toes and fingers was gone, replaced by a constant warming comfort. Her eyes burned bright and green, with no way to stop them. She had a moment of fear, thinking she’d never be the same, but that was for the best. She was tired of waiting to see if they were going to drain or fail.

She could finally be what she was intended since birth. Jules almost rushed forward when she saw Loweck lifting from the group, her orange skin making her distinguishable among them.

“He won’t have one of her kind, because there are no others like her,” Jules told Dean, who nodded along.

“There are no others like you,” Dean said softly, staring at the nearby ship hovering above their friends.

Jules felt like she was being clouded again, her powers attempting to take over. She touched Dean’s arm and carried him with her toward the long ship. Part of her wanted to leave him safely far away; the other part needed him close. He’d always looked out for her, and a sliver of herself wasn’t one hundred percent confident. Having Dean beside her changed that.

They arrived at the edge of the ship, and she saw Dean looking around for a hatch in the exterior. “We won’t need that,” she assured him. With a flick of her wrist, the green energy bubble that surrounded them began to vibrate, slowly at first, then so fast, it was impossible to see the shifting movements.

She moved toward the hull, and they passed through. A moment later, they were on his ship. Her father had referred to the Collector as an it. But in Jules’s mind, it was an angry, bitter man, an ancient being with a compulsion to gather and hoard people from all corners of the universe. His time was over. She needed to stop him and to free all of his captives. The stone had told her something important. There was someone on the Collector’s ship that was going to save Jules’ life one day.

Dean stepped forward, out of her dissipating sphere of energy. His boots clipped along the hard surface of the corridor as he walked through it, staring at the beings behind their various glass casings. He tapped on one, Jules seeing an unfamiliar rat-like creature behind the barrier. The ship was clean, the hallway long and sterile. There was no scent on board, and that in itself felt odd after being outside in the fragrant valley.

“This is sick,” he said, his face long as he went to the next case. It appeared to be a Shimmali, only the snout was longer, as were the limbs. When they walked on, the display cases lit up, showcasing the frozen beings behind. Jules felt a numbness to it all as they went, Dean far more bothered by it all. Jules knew they would all be safe soon. She was going to free them; of that she was certain.

“What’s this?” Dean asked, indicating a platform circling around the center of the long corridor.

“That’s the lift; the elevator our parents told us about.” She stood on it, pulling Dean beside her. She didn’t use any controls; instead, she urged it to rise with her mind. It obeyed, stopping on the floor where she sensed the puppet.

The lights flickered on at their movement, and she knew she’d surprised the Collector when the golem her father had told her about sprang to life from its resting position on the floor.

It moved slowly, lifting at the feet until the lumpy, faceless clay creature stood a few feet away from them.

“Jules, what do we do?” Dean asked. He jumped in front of her, moving her away from the misshapen figure.

“I told you we have nothing to fear from the Collector,” Jules told him. She knew this was true. Her powers coursed through her like never before. She no longer felt a barrier, and for the first time in her life, she was free from its restraints. This was her. The real Jules; not the human, but something more.

“What is this?” The voice carried from the speakers along the halls. It held a slight echo, as her father had described to her.

“Hello.” Jules stepped around Dean. “I’m Jules Parker.”

“You seem familiar. Did I own you once?” the voice asked, the golem’s arms making jerky movements.

“No one owns me,” Jules told him, and he stopped in his awkward footsteps.

“We’ll see about that,” the voice said, sending a blast of light toward her. She deflected it with a palm. The light vanished as it neared her, and the Collector screamed out in anger.

“How dare you! Yes, I have seen your kind before.” This sent a shiver through Jules, casting the first doubt she’d felt since leaving the cavern with the smooth crystal ball.

“You lie,” she told the golem.

“I do not lie. He’s on deck seven. I was paid handsomely for his capture too,” the Collector said.

Deck seven. Was there really someone like her on his ship? Would he have been able to capture someone with powers like hers? Either way, she was done with his games.

“Ahem. Jules. There’s Loweck,” Dean said, pointing three cases down the corridor. She hovered behind the glass, frozen like the rest of them. Beside her was a Nirzu, which meant it had to be Lolin’s betrothed. He was young, like her, thin and a pale green color, his forehead ridges slightly less pronounced.

“Let them go,” Jules said, keeping her voice even.

“Which one? You are here to barter?” the Collector asked with a happy lilt in his voice. It was clear he lived for this, for the trading of lives, always trying to improve his collection. “Perhaps yourself?”

“I don’t think so,” Dean said, and the golem sent a beam toward the teenage boy.

Jules was too late, and Dean lifted from the floor, being dragged toward the lumpy golem.

“Perhaps I’ll take this one. He is much fresher than my other human,” the Collector told her.

Dean was frozen already, and an empty case on the far side of Loweck opened up, Dean’s body floating inside it. Jules didn’t even attempt to stop it from happening. Everything calmed inside her, and the warmth of her new power filled her.

“You own no one. They are all free,” Jules said, waving her hand. The energy coursed from her, rolling through the hall.

“Noooooo! What have you done?” he screeched.

She heard groaning from behind the see-through walls as the ship’s time-freezing generator failed. Each captive struggled to escape their trap. Jules walked forward, moving through the corridor, and as she passed each unit, she sent a branch of energy toward it, shaking the doors wide open, allowing the trapped beings to leave their cases.

“Jules, be careful.” Dean was climbing from his case, a gun in his hand. She thought fondly of how protective he was. If only he knew what she was really capable of. She didn’t think he’d stand so close to her.

“Stop it. Put them back!” the voice yelled, and she felt the real Collector moving through his ship. She knew there were eleven stories on his vessel, and he floated through them, arriving at the top as the golem fell to the ground, shattering into pieces.

The Collector revealed his true self. An angry red mist hovered a good twenty meters away, the voice still carrying through the ship’s speakers. “You have interfered with the wrong Collector, Jules Parker. Yes, I will trap you, and have the greatest Collection there ever was.”

“Do you have a Yuver here?” she asked, knowing her father had tricked the Collector by trading one for Ableen.

The red mist shuddered in annoyance. “How do you know that?”

“I know everything,” she told him. “I know your days as a Collector are over.”

Dean was crouching beside a Keppe woman, who spoke to him in her native tongue. He moved to Loweck’s side, and Slate’s partner gazed around groggily. The other aliens were coming to, talking amongst one another, the entire floor sounding like the Tower of Babel.

“You are wrong.” The Collector moved toward her, pulsing with angry red energy. Jules lifted a hand, and it stopped. She squeezed her fingers into a fist, and the red mist began to shake.

“I think it’s time you spent a few thousand years in your own case,” she told the being, and it floated into one of the open cavities. She closed the door and flicked a finger, sending a beam of green energy at the Collector.

“You won’t escape….” It stopped. The ship shuddered, the lights blinking a few times before remaining on.

Dean was at Jules’ side, grabbing her face with two hands. He stared at her, and she saw the glowing green reflection of her own eyes in his pupils. “Jules, how did you do that?”

She shrugged. “I just did what made sense.”

Loweck stood with Dean’s help and hugged Jules. “My sweet girl. Thank you. And to think, your parents didn’t want you to come with us.”

Dean laughed, and Jules smiled as they began helping the freed captives.

She barely heard Dean calling for her as she went to the platform, lowering herself to deck seven. The captives were each trapped on the other decks, but Jules would free them all. She needed to see this with her own eyes. Here she saw a tiny bird-like creature, looking like a more delicate version of Regnig; a female, perhaps.

A few cases past, there was another person that caught her eye. There was a tag, and she tapped the screen, seeing the display light up. It said two words: Terellion and a word she knew to mean male. There was only one Terellion she’d ever heard of, and that was Fontem. Oddly enough, his nickname had been Fontem the Collector. It was no wonder Fontem had vanished from the universe. Regnig and her father were going to be so excited to meet the man whose stowed-away devices had saved so many lives.

She stared at him, his large eyes open and unblinking. He was quite humanoid in appearance, his arms perhaps slightly out of ratio to hers, his neck a little longer. She remembered the story about his immortality and how his wife had died, driving him insane with the desire to travel through time to save her, or maybe just to spend more time with her.

The time travel device he did find was safely tucked away through a portal underneath Papa’s house on Earth. She was the only person to know about its existence, and where it was currently located. Fontem would have so much to tell her if this was him, and every instinct said it was. She ran a hand over the glass, not wanting to open it quite yet. She had one more stop to make.

Jules closed her eyes, feeling the draw to the end of the corridor. Here she saw a different case. This one had a thick metal frame. Behind the barrier floated a young boy, his skin pale pink and smooth. His eyes were glowing bright blue. They were intense, and she knew this was the one. The other one like her.

She thought back to the warning she’d seen with Regnig a short time ago.

“Jules, are you okay?” Slate’s voice carried down the hall, and she stood there silently staring at the boy with the blue eyes.

Slate arrived and put an arm around her shoulders, pulling her in close. “I’m glad you’re safe. I heard what you did. Pretty amazing stuff.”

He stared at her, but he didn’t flinch for a second at her bright green eyes. He didn’t ask her about it or judge her; he only stood beside her.

The tension of the day and the rush of her powers surging back drained from her, and she felt a sob building inside. She wrapped her arms around Uncle Zeke, and he stroked her hair, softly telling her everything was fine.

____________

“You have to go, Dean. I’ll take care of this,” Amada told me.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I’m sure. Go.” She took my seat, and I didn’t wait. For a split second, I wondered if I was making the wrong decision. Maybe she really was going to fly it into Earth, but I needed to have faith. I’d made it this far by trusting my gut, and I was going to do it again.

“Take this.” She pressed a little device into my palm. “It will reactivate your suit.”

I raced away across the platform, retracing our path through the station’s corridors. When I thought I’d gone too far, I saw our EVAs piled in the hall. There it was, the bay we’d parked the ship in. I was out of breath but guessed the run had taken me a good three minutes. I had about one left before the ship exploded. I pressed through the door and saw my Kraski ship beyond the energy field, no longer cloaked, the blue thrusters burning hotly as it flew away from the ticking space station.

It was too late. I remembered the EVA, and anxiously began jamming myself into my suit, latching it as quickly as I could. When I used the device from Amada, the EVA came online once again, and I tried to count down from thirty in my head, taking my time between seconds. When I had the helmet secured and sealed, I was inside the docking bay, and I was counting down from three.

With a shove off the wall, I ran with all my might across the room, my boots clanging loudly against the hard metal floor. I hit the suit’s thrusters as I jumped, and sped through the energy barrier into space. The thrusters were pushing me away from the station, roaring at full power as it sped from Earth.

For a second, I wondered if Frasier had screwed something up, if maybe he hadn’t placed anything to detonate on the ship, or if PlevaCorp had given him faulty equipment. I let out a maddening laugh a couple of heartbeats after my internal countdown stopped. I was still using my suit’s thrusters to race away when the station began to explode.

It began on one side, sending the immense structure spinning, then another and another as the blast grew, and before I knew it, the shockwave of the massive explosion hit me.

Everything went dark as I hurtled through space.


Twenty-Five

Jules stood outside Lolin’s village, among the huge group of recovered beings. Slate and all twenty students walked around, trying to explain what had happened. The translator he wore only worked for a percentage of the people, as many were unknown to the Alliance’s databases.

Jules watched it all with a smile on her face. She finally felt more like herself. Whatever had overcome her in the cave had remained, but the control it held over her had dissipated slightly. She remembered every moment and knew it had been her own actions, but it was so strange.

“That was so cool, Jules,” Wentle told her.

“Yeah, you are a real hero!” Kira said, hugging her tightly.

Jules laughed. “You would have done the same thing.”

“Sure, if I was a hero like you. I can’t believe you saved everyone. I bet they graduate you when we go home,” Extel Four said, her six arms lifting in the air in celebration.

“I doubt that, but I’m glad we were here.” Jules stared at the ship. They’d freed every captive, with the exception of the last one on deck seven. Even though she knew the boy was like her, she needed to be sure he wasn’t dangerous. With Regnig’s warning and the hint the Collector had made about being hired like a bounty hunter to trap the boy with powers, Slate and Suma had agreed with her decision.

Jules was happy no one seemed overly concerned at her new appearance. By now, most of them had seen her using her powers, but she wasn’t able to place the barrier up any longer. The stream of energy was too strong to barricade, and the truth was, she didn’t want to hide who she was any longer. She was Jules Parker, daughter to Dean and Mary Parker, but she was also something more. With Regnig’s help, she was going to find out exactly what that meant.

She closed her eyes and tried to recall what the stone had shown her. It was distant, but at the time, she’d felt such a sense of connection to the crystal. There was a reason she’d been able to fix the Shandra network at such a young age, and it was all connected.

“Where are you going?” Dean asked, breaking away from talking to one of the freed beings. They were all in shock, some dealing with their current situation better than others.

Jules blinked, finding herself walking the path toward the cavern again. She hadn’t even noticed she’d been heading for it. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. There’s something I need to do.” Dean started following her, and she added, “Alone.”

He nodded grimly and turned to talk with a tiny winged creature who had basic knowledge of Padlog speech. Dean waved Wentle over, and Jules left them as they clumsily talked. It was dark, but the path had lights around the edges of it, guiding her way. She didn’t need them. She knew where the opening in the cliff face was.

The compulsion to enter and find the stone had vanished, but she was drawn by the desire to touch the crystal once more. As she walked through the cleft in the cliffside, she noticed the symbols all remained glowing. If this wasn’t a portal stone, it was something stronger, built for her or people like her. Perhaps an early iteration of the portals, giving the Theos a base to build from so regular beings could transport between worlds.

Jules moved through the corridor and stopped at the cavern entrance. The stone was there, silent but beckoning with the promise of a destination. She thought about her dad, wondering where he was now. What had happened after the vision she’d seen of him? Had that been in real time, or had it happened days ago, or would it happen in days yet? She couldn’t know, but she focused on Papa. His energy had an imprint, and she concentrated on finding it as she stepped closer to the smooth crystal sphere.

She caught glimpses of Papa as he ran through a space station. She watched in jerky images as he struggled into an armored EVA and jumped from the docking bay into space. She nearly grinned as she saw him floating in space. He hated being out there without the protection of a ship around him. The grin faded quickly as she saw the explosion in her mind’s eye. She realized she was looking into the stone, and that it was the source of her sight into her father’s well-being.

Her dad was racing away from the impact, but was soon swallowed by the growing flames before they vanished at the lack of oxygen. Soon there was no space station, and no sign of Papa either.

Jules gasped. She needed to help him. Without further consideration for herself, she knew what she had to do. She slapped a palm on the stone and pictured the image for Earth’s portal. The room flashed white, and she blinked away the brightness inside the room in the Giza pyramid.

She ran from Earth’s portal, being stopped as she passed through the stairs. “You have to sign in,” a woman said, sticking a tablet toward Jules.

“Jules Parker,” she called as she pushed past the guard.

Another man tried to catch her as she raced outside into the night air. It was cool, a strong breeze sending sand into her face.

“Stop where you are,” the man said, holding a gun up.

“I’m a kid,” she said. She knew she must look insane, her hair pulled into a messy ponytail, her eyes glowing brightly. “Dean Parker’s daughter. He needs me.” The man lowered the weapon, and she pressed out with her powers, making an orb of protection.

At least three people were here, surrounding her, and they stepped away, fearful of what was happening. She didn’t say another word, only lifted from the ground and flew upwards, to the last spot where she’d seen her father before he’d vanished.

____________

Alarms rang inside my helmet. I opened my eyes, my head pounding painfully with each pulse of my heart. The suit was alerting me of something important, and I tried to focus my blurry vision long enough to read the information on the HUD.

Three minutes until life support system deactivated. Backup power at one percent.

I heard the robotic voice warn me, and I shook my head, attempting to make sense of what had happened. Eventually, my eyes cleared and I peered around. I was moving quickly through space. I tried to activate the suit’s thrusters, but they failed with an alert: Not enough ancillary power to complete this task.

This was bad. “Magnus, come in. It’s Dean. I’m pinging you my location.” I tapped the controls, the same message chiming out. Not enough ancillary power to complete this task.

Two minutes until life support system deactivated.

I thought maybe the life support might last longer if the suit stopped talking to me. The explosion propulsion from the station had sent me reeling, and I wasn’t sure how long I’d been unconscious. I guessed the suit hadn’t fully charged after Amada had drained it with that device. If only I’d had longer to ready myself, instead of seconds to evacuate the station.

Amada. She was dead now, blown to a million pieces along with Frasier’s dreams of destroying Earth. Our first space station was also gone, but I didn’t really care about that. I was going to join Amada and Frasier in the afterlife if I couldn’t think of a way to let someone know where I was.

One minute until life support system deactivated.

There was a finality to the words.

As I started to gasp for air, I thought of the days Jules and Hugo were born, and all the times our family had spent happily together.

“I love you, Mary,” I whispered as the final message played for me. Life support system deactivated. The HUD went dark.

____________

Jules felt the remnants of the huge explosion. The energy remained there in the vacuum of space, the residual pieces of the space station lingering as tiny specks of debris. Jules moved fast and with purpose. She saw the ship return, the Kraski vessel, and for a moment feared their old enemy had returned.

She sent a tendril out and felt Uncle Magnus’ essence inside, but not her father’s. She knew Magnus had tracked her, as he piloted the ship to follow her course. She didn’t think he could keep up.

She searched for Papa, using the same skill she’d honed as the two of them had flown over each continent a few years ago, scanning for any hiding Kold. Only now, she was grasping for her father’s life force.

When she didn’t feel it, she knew he hadn’t made it. Her abilities were too strong to be mistaken. She almost stopped, thinking him dead. She wasn’t able to hold back the tears that came in a rush of emotion as she thought about Papa not being around anymore. She couldn’t go on without him. He was everything to her. He was her hero.

She felt a surge of emotion as she raced through space, moving away from Earth and the remains of the space station faster and faster, the Kraski ship tailing her far behind. Jules was a blur of a green sphere as she flew, and she screamed in rage, a primal sound she hadn’t known she was capable of.

Jules sent out more power in her search, and minutes later, something tickled the inside of her mind. It was like seeing a blur from the corner of her peripheral vision. She turned to it, focusing with all her strength.

“Papa!” she shouted, racing for the tiny, almost indistinguishable sense of her father. It was so faint, but it was there. She slowed and moved around his armored suit, which was clipping along quickly from Earth. As she landed on the other side of her father, she saw their home planet in the distance, a tiny speck in the solar system from here. He’d traveled quite far in a short amount of time.

“Papa,” she said softly, seeing the suit was completely dark. She opened her sphere, absorbing the entire EVA. She touched it, sending energy inside, and within seconds, it was charged, the HUD flashing on, the arm console lighting up.

Her father didn’t stir inside. “Papa!” she shouted, shaking the suit. “Wake up!”

She’d been through dealing with her powers, and she felt the exhaustion of the last week fill her as she cried for her father. Her arms were growing weak, and she hardly noticed the Kraski ship arrive behind her.

Her eyes reflected from Papa’s space suit, and she knew there wasn’t much time. She had to act promptly.

They were in the safety of her sphere, and she grabbed hold of her dad’s helmet, disconnecting the clasps. The suit alarm warned her of the danger, but she ignored it, dropping the helmet, which passed through the sphere’s energy wall. She grabbed Papa’s face, his cheeks cold, his face covered in a couple weeks’ worth of beard. She breathed toward him, a green mist pouring from her mouth. It pried open his blue lips, drifting into his lungs.

____________

I came to with a gasp, coughing as if something had been shoved down my throat. I felt it recede, and saw the bright green glow around a familiar face. “Mary,” I said, my vision blurry, my mind fuzzy.

This wasn’t Mary. That happened years ago: thirteen years.

“Papa, it’s me,” Jules said, her voice so small, her cheeks glistening with fresh tears.

I took another breath, glancing around me. Everything was green, the walls of the sphere a tightly woven energy field. “Where are we? How did you get here?”

She laughed, crying again. “Papa, you’re okay.”

“You saved me,” I said. My eyes hurt to blink; my throat was raw and burning. Each breath was torture, but I was alive. “What happened?”

“You tell me,” she said.

“We stopped Frasier from destroying the world,” I told her.

“I don’t know who that is,” she said, laughing again. “Magnus is here. We need to get onto the ship.”

Jules moved us toward the looming Kraski vessel, which was directly above us. I waited for the ramp to open; instead, Jules made us pass through the hull. That was new.

The handful of Restorers Magnus had taken with him were inside the cargo hold, staring with wide eyes as my daughter deactivated her glowing sphere, settling us to the ground.

“Dean!” Magnus was running down the hall, stopping to crouch beside me. He patted my chest with a meaty paw. “Are you okay?”

I sat up and coughed a few times. Someone passed me a bottle of water and I drank deeply, the liquid easing my sore throat. “I’m fine now that my daughter found me.”

Magnus glanced over at Jules and smiled. “You never cease to amaze, do you?”

“I guess not,” Jules told him.

“Where are the others?” I asked. “Slate, Suma?”

“They’re on Menocury L05,” she said.

“If they’re all the way over there, how did you locate me? There’s no portal on that planet,” I asked, knowing there was a lot I was missing.

Jules peered around at the strange unfamiliar faces and leaned in. “I’ll tell you about it later, without an audience. Can we go home for the night?”

“Home?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Home.”


Twenty-Six

I woke to the sunlight pushing past my drapes. I didn’t have to look at the time to know I’d overslept. I’d obviously needed it. Noises carried from down the hallway – clattering of dishes in the kitchen – and I found Magnus and Jules side by side, making waffles.

“Dean, how are you feeling?” Magnus asked, not even turning around to see it was me.

“I’m…” My throat was a little dry, and Jules slid me a glass of water. “I’m good. I feel much better.”

“Perfect. I was able to talk to Paul last night and sent a message to the Horizon. Everyone knows we’re fine, and that we’re coming to the ship through the portal today. They’re almost at Menocury L05 again,” Magnus said as he poured me a cup of coffee.

“Jules, did you talk to your mother?” I asked, hoping she’d gotten word to Mary. I knew my wife would be concerned about our well-being.

“I did,” Jules said. Her eyes were bright, and I still needed to talk to her about what happened. She hadn’t completely filled me in yesterday, but that was for the best. My mind was rattled after my near-death experience.

“And? She knows we’re together?”

“She sure does. She should already be on the Horizon.” Jules gave me a plate with a syrup-covered waffle, and I took it, eating ravenously.

“Thanks for breakfast. This is great,” I told them.

Magnus’ face was serious, and I waited for him to take a sip of coffee before speaking his mind. “Dean, I was talking with Jules.”

“Okay.”

“They had a run-in with the Collector,” he said, so calmly I nearly didn’t catch what he said.

“What? The Collector? How?” I asked succinctly.

“No one knows, Papa. Slate was in my group, and we were attacked a little while after taking off in our Nirzu transport,” Jules said, and I had to cut her off.

“Wait, you were shot down? Is everyone okay?” I asked.

“Yes, Papa, just listen. Dean was with us, and some other kids. We landed in a big lake, and were attacked by some huge eel creatures,” she said, and when she saw I was about to interrupt again, she raised a silencing finger. I obliged. “My powers have been sporadic, failing more often than working, and as soon as we were on the planet, they weren’t working at all.”

This was news to me, but I kept chewing my food, letting her tell the story.

“Tell him about the stone,” Magnus said, his waffle untouched.

“A lot of things happened, but a force had been beckoning me since we landed. The locals that live in the valley pray to the stone. They think it’s a god, and maybe it is,” Jules said.

“What do you think it is?” I asked.

“I think it’s been around a long time. There are more out there, I could tell that. I think the Theos knew of them, and that’s how they figured out how to build the interface and create the portals,” she said.

“And you used it to travel to Earth?” I asked her.

“I did.”

“And was there a table? A computer screen?” Magnus set his cup down.

“There wasn’t.”

“So no one but you could travel through it,” I suggested.

Jules shook her head. “No one but the ones like me.”

My heart raced at her calm words. “What do you mean, like you?”

“I think I’m part of something ancient, far older than the Iskios. From what I can understand, the world the deceased Iskios were placed on had one of these stones on it. I think they absorbed the power, creating the Vortex when Mom became their vessel. But I don’t have Iskios abilities; they’re something else.” Jules blinked quickly, and for a moment, I thought the green glow might vanish, but it didn’t.

“This is a lot. We’ll have to talk to Regnig and Karo about this,” I said.

Magnus cleared his throat. “There’s more.”

“Right, the Collector,” I said.

Jules sat up straighter, a broad smile crossing her face. “I stopped him. We freed everyone.”

“That’s amazing. I can’t wait to hear about that,” I said with enthusiasm. We’d only managed to free Ableen, and I’d hated having to leave the rest of the Collector’s captives on board.

“There might be someone like me on the ship. I didn’t free him yet,” Jules said quietly.

I wasn’t sure if I wanted the answer, but I had to ask. “Why not?”

Jules stared at me, a hint of fear in her eyes. “I think he may be dangerous.”

____________

Mary greeted us at the door with Natalia at her side. Our wives rushed toward us, and we embraced, Jules between Mary and me in a family hug. Hugo arrived, and I tousled his mop of hair.

“How did you two possibly end up together?” Mary asked Jules and me, and I could only shrug.

“It’s a long story, Mom,” Jules told her. “How are you doing? Did you figure out how to deal with the threats?”

Mary’s jaw dropped. “How did you know about that?”

Jules led the way out of the portal room, past the two huge guards stationed at the door, and through the familiar corridor. “I may have been shown a few glimpses into your worlds. That’s how I knew what was happening to Papa.”

Mary met my gaze.

“Like she said, it’s a long story,” I reiterated.

Magnus and Natalia were behind us, talking quietly, and when we were in the meeting room, we all sat at the table, Hugo the only one not interested in what was happening. He was already playing with a video game. I didn’t bother telling him to put it away this time.

“So what happened out there?” I asked Natalia.

“We dropped the Academy team on Menocury L05, and shortly afterward, we received a distress call. Since their mission was cut and dry, we followed it, only to find nothing but a device sending out the fake signal,” Nat said, clearly frustrated.

“It was a trap by the Collector,” Jules told her.

“What? The Collector?” Natalia banged a hand onto the table. “Is everyone safe? Where’s Dean?”

“He’s fine, honey,” Magnus said. “Don’t be upset. You did the right thing. By all accounts, Slate and the others should have been safe on the planet’s surface.”

“We lost communication with them,” Nat said. “I should have known that we had to stay.”

“Everything worked out,” Jules said, still smiling.

“What is it you’re not telling us, honey?” I asked her. I knew her too well for her to keep secrets from me, at least good ones. Apparently, she was very good at holding in the bad ones.

“How long until we can head to the surface?” Jules asked.

“Another hour,” Nat answered.

Jules’ smile grew larger. “Can I show you instead of telling you, then?”

I looked around the room, and it was clear we all wanted to know what she wasn’t telling us. “Fine,” Mary said for us. “This’ll give your father and Magnus time to explain just what happened with the Restorers mission.”

I swallowed hard, not wanting to tell Mary the end part about me almost dying.

“Okay, but bear in mind, it was Magnus’ idea to go bicycling around Europe with me,” I said with a laugh, and began telling them exactly what had occurred during our adventure on Earth.

____________

Jules waited impatiently by the lander’s door as the ship settled to the grass in the valley, where the other students and her professors had set up camp. Uncle Magnus, Auntie Natalia, and her parents were in the vessel with her, as well as the Horizon pilot Dubs, mostly because he had some old translation abilities beyond the ones the Alliance used. Some of the languages had been deemed unimportant, because the planets or races no longer existed. Until now.

The lander door opened, and Slate rushed to the ship with Dean at his side. Jules was expecting a happy return, but she only received frowns from the two men. “What the hell, Jules! You ran off without telling us where you were going. We were worried sick!” Slate yelled.

Jules shrank away from it, but her Uncle Zeke’s expression changed as he saw Jules’ mom and dad. Dean was hugging his parents, and Jules glanced around them to see the Collector’s previous captives all watching the newcomers with interest.

Lolin arrived, and she greeted the group in her own language, her words translating through the device strapped to Slate. “Hello again, Jules. Can we use your ship to let my people know we’re safe? That we can return to the valley and rebuild?”

Suma and Loweck arrived with some of the students in tow. “There are other groups in the nearby valleys too.”

“We can’t let them stay here,” Jules told everyone. “They’ll die eventually.”

“We’ve tried talking sense into the locals, but they claim they need their god,” Suma said.

Jules glanced down the path that led to the cliff wall. “Papa, I have an idea.”

Her dad glanced at her and nodded, as if understanding what she was thinking. “I think I have one too.”

Slate cut in, arms folded over his chest. “Can you two stop doing that? It’s freaking me out. Tell us what you’re thinking.”

“We can find a new home for the Nirzu, the ones who abide by the old ways and don’t use technology,” Jules told them, and she caught the grin forming on her mother’s face. Jules beamed in pride at her mom’s reaction.

Suma’s snout wagged. “What about their god?”

Jules pointed to the cliff. “It’s in there, and we need to move it anyway. We’ll incorporate it into their new home.”

“Good idea,” Papa said. “You think it’ll still work?”

“We put a portal stone on the Horizon. I don’t see why we couldn’t transport this one,” Magnus suggested.

“Then it’s settled.” Jules looked at Lolin, who was hearing their conversation in bits and snips through the translator. “Do you think your people would find this acceptable?”

The boy they’d rescued from the Collector stood beside Lolin now, and he nodded. “I think my parents could be convinced, should our god approve of the decision,” Egant said. He was slightly taller than Lolin, and they stood close together.

“Jules, can you show us your surprise now?” Papa asked her, and she waved them forward.

“Sure. Suma, where is he?” Jules asked the Shimmali professor.

“He’s at the lake. He’s a little… moody,” Suma warned her.

“Dean, can you show us around?” Magnus asked,

“Jules, take this.” Suma passed a translator into Jules’ palm, then led Dubs the android away. Slate followed along, with Loweck beside him.

“You’re being a little dramatic here, aren’t you, Jules?” her mom asked as Jules motioned them toward the lake’s edge at the far end of the village.

“You’ll see why,” Jules told them. Her dad was oddly quiet as their boots crunched over the rocky pathway that took them past the half-destroyed village. In a few minutes, they found the alien sitting on a log, staring at the water.

“Oh my God,” her dad said. “It’s one of the beings from Sterona!”

He stood, his tail long and thick, his torso thin. His face was long; his huge eyes were dark and deep-set. He didn’t have a nose that Jules could see, and his mouth was a narrow slit near the bottom of his face.

“Sterona,” he said, his word fluid and bubbly.

“Hello. I’ve been to your planet before,” Jules’ dad told the creature, a hand pressed to his own heart. The words translated, and the being stepped closer. He spoke again, this time faster.

“How can that be? We were told it was destroyed.”

“Other than the lava and constant electrical storms, it’s not that bad,” her mom told the being, and it stared blankly as the device translated.

“What happened to you? I could hardly uncover a thing about your people,” Papa said.

“We were leaving to our new home. It was a long and arduous journey. I was on the last ship, about to venture through the wormhole, when it came. This Collector. It took me, freezing me and storing me aboard its ship,” it said.

“What is your name?” Jules asked.

“Brik.”

Everyone introduced themselves to Brik, and Jules had an idea.

She leaned over to her father and whispered in his ear. “We should help him find his home. Sterona is important to you. That’s where you first went through the portals, and where you met Suma. I was born there.”

Her father stared into her eyes, and Jules suddenly felt self-conscious that they were glowing. She wished she could hide her abilities when she chose, and wondered if she’d ever be able to again.

Brik seemed to have caught part of that, and he looked to them with hopeful eyes. “You could help me find my home?”

Her mom surprised Jules by being the one to answer. “We’ll help you. I have a feeling the Gatekeepers are going to be a busy group over the next couple of years.” She glanced toward the camp, where over five hundred rescued beings were gathered.

“Does this mean we can help Brik? Maybe we can all go,” Jules suggested.

Papa didn’t have much to say on the subject, but he nodded. “Maybe.”

____________

If I thought I’d had the shock of my life finding someone from Sterona alive, I didn’t know the half of it. I found the Collector frozen in time, stuck behind one of the glass cases inside his own ship, and we walked past it. It felt a little cruel to leave him like that, but what other options did we have? We couldn’t free him.

“Who else knows about this?” I asked Jules as she led Mary and me to the lift. It was surreal returning to the Collector’s ship. It had been a long time since we’d rescued Ableen from his clutches, but I found the corridors quite familiar.

“Just the adults. None of the other captives saw him, and the students don’t know. Except Dean,” Jules said.

We stopped on deck seven, and I heard the humming of the sole display case still operating on this floor. It was different than the others: thicker glass, surrounded by a dense, dark metal edging. The boy was young, maybe Jules’ age. His hair was blond, and it floated around his head like he was underwater. His eyes were open, revealing piercing blue irises.

The three of us stood there staring at him, and Mary spoke first. “You think he’s like you?”

“I guess so.”

“No one is like Jules,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

Jules rolled her eyes dramatically. “He might be evil.”

“Evil?” Mary asked. “How will we know?”

“We need to talk to Regnig,” I told them. “He’ll be able to help us.”

Jules nodded. “Wait until he hears that we found Fontem! He’s going to lose his mind.”

I stood rigid at the name, and slowly turned to Jules, grabbing her gently by the shoulders. “Did you say you found Fontem?”

She smiled. “Did I forget to mention that part?”

Mary stared at me, her lip quivering slightly. “The Fontem?”

“The very same. I hear he’s quite pleasant, for a depressed non-aging alien who was recently released from his time trap,” Jules quipped.

“You have to be kidding me. Can you imagine what he’ll be able to tell us? Wait until he learns we freed his shrunken world, or that I used his time-travel device,” I said quietly, glancing over my shoulder. Maybe he had something else we could use to prevent Lom of Pleva from returning. There were so many things in his collection Regnig couldn’t decipher, and now that we’d found the man who’d gathered the artifacts, we’d be all the wiser.

“Dean, you have that look on your face,” Mary said.

“Do you want to meet him?” Jules asked.

“I do.” I was nervous, and I stopped as my wife and daughter walked away, leaving the frozen boy with the glowing eyes trapped in his display case. Was he really like Jules? Were there more people out there with her abilities, and could they teach her to use them properly? What did her finding the round crystal mean for her? There were so many unknowns.

I found my two favorite girls waiting for me on the lift platform, and we rode up together, me wondering what the next chapter held for all of us.


Epilogue

Jules was happy the semester was completed. She was almost there: only another year before she graduated as the youngest Gatekeeper ever. There was a huge event at the Academy in a couple of days, but Papa had demanded they all take a break together on Earth. She was only too happy to. After the whirlwind of events they’d all dealt with, everyone needed the retreat.

Jules left her room, smoothing her shirt as she headed for the kitchen. No one was there. She heard Hugo laughing outside and smiled as she watched her mom leading Hugo’s horse, Casper, by the reins. Hugo had never been much of a rider, but he was in the saddle, with Papa on his own horse beside her brother.

She ran outside, feeling the heat on her face. The landscape was so beautiful this time of year, making it one of her favorite seasons to visit their farmhouse.

“Look who we found,” her dad said, pointing behind him.

Jules ran over to her horse, slowing as she neared the beast. “Hi, Belle.” She softly petted the horse’s neck, and it spoke to her, its mouth flapping in happiness at seeing her. She was saddled up, and Jules climbed up into the seat, urging the horse into a light trot to catch up to the others.

Her mom was leading Hugo, not riding her own horse. She rarely did, preferring her own two feet.

“Have you heard from Regnig?” Jules asked her parents.

“Nothing yet. He’s still going over things with Fontem. They make quite the pair, don’t they?” Papa asked with a laugh.

“What about the woman? Did she go home yet?” Jules asked, referring to the female of Regnig’s kind.

Her mom answered that one. “She’s hanging around. She’s intrigued by his work and has been helping him catalog items.”

“And research,” Jules added.

Her dad met her gaze. “And research. We’ll learn more about it all, honey.”

Jules nodded, Belle picking up speed as she gently tapped her with heels. “Race you!”

Her dad sped up, chasing behind her as their horses galloped. Jules was the first one to the edge of their property, and she turned around, celebrating her victory. She closed her eyes, the power inside her thrumming to be released. She denied it again, wondering if this was the time she wasn’t able to, but a few seconds later, it ceased the demands. She was herself again.

Papa watched her with interest, and she pointed at the amber and yellow-leaved forest beyond their farmland. “It’s so perfect. Thanks for suggesting this trip.”

“Well, we settled the Restorers and the Beese people of the Nirzu onto their new home, so I think we deserve a little break, don’t you?” Papa asked.

“Do you think the humans will be happy there?” Jules asked. She was surprised by how many of the Restorers were sprinkled across Earth. They weren’t calling themselves by that moniker any longer, because of the negative connotations Frasier had given the name, but they were still refusing technology as a way of life.

They were on the same page as the Beese, the valley folk of the Nirzu. And the planet the Alliance had found for them was, by far, large enough for the two races to coexist. The humans were on one continent, the Nirzu on another.

Jules reached out, seeking the round stone, and she could feel it even from here. Regnig claimed he’d be able to uncover more about the stone and the time-trapped boy, but it had been several months, and he didn’t have much concrete information yet.

“You okay, honey?” her dad asked.

“I’m great,” Jules lied. She hadn’t slept well since the ordeal on Menocury L05, and doubted she would until she solved the mystery of exactly what she was, and whether or not her powers were going to lead her to dark places.

“Good. Once you graduate, we’ll be able to escort Brik home to his people.” Her dad moved closer on his horse until they were side by side, staring at the beautiful landscape beyond. The wind rustled leaves, many of them falling to the ground along the forest bed.

“Is Slate really going to captain the new Alliance starship?” Jules asked.

“Once you and Dean graduate, Loweck and Slate will be stepping down from their roles at the Academy,” her dad said. “He hasn’t told us whether he’s taking on the captaincy of Light quite yet, but we’re heading to Shimmal in a couple of days for the tour.”

“He deserves it. I know how much he loves being out there on adventures,” Jules said.

“He sure does.” Her dad was staring wistfully into the distance.

“And what about you?” she asked him.

He turned, grabbing her hand. “I’m happy being with my family.”

She knew he was thinking about Lom of Pleva returning in a few years. He’d be prepared; she’d make sure of it. Her fingers pulsed, her toes feeling the power within struggle to unleash. She calmed herself, and forced a smile toward her dad.

“Race you home,” he said, taking off, his horse galloping away.

She gave him a three-second head start and chased after him.

____________

Shimmal was always a welcome respite, especially after our tense ordeal on Earth. The transport vessel docked outside the immense starship Light. It was beautiful. Clean lines, smooth exterior, and state-of-the-art everything. It had features not used on the previous Alliance of Worlds exploration vessels, and I was looking forward to touring the amazing ship.

Light was surrounded by mechanical arms, girders, and exterior living quarters on a space station. It had taken a year to build, with a few more months needed to finish the interior off.

Jules leaned over my shoulder, peeking through the viewers for a better look at Light.

“This is a ship,” Mary whispered as she stared with wide-open eyes.

“It sure is. Slate’s going to love it,” I told them as our compact transport clicked into the docking bay.

“Welcome to Light,” Sarlun said from the pilot’s seat. Suma was beside him, and she beamed at me, her smile so exaggerated, I worried they were up to something.

“Suma, I know that look. What is it?” I asked the young Shimmali woman, and she turned her head away before speaking.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dean. Come on, the others are waiting.” Suma left first, followed by her father, and Hugo went next, racing onto the ship.

“Dad, this is cool!” Hugo told me.

“I agree, son.”

The bay looked exactly like the one on the Horizon, and we crossed the open hangar while Sarlun told us about the production of the ship. I listened idly, having heard most of it already. We passed through the entrance to the main corridor, and I stopped in my tracks.

The halls were a step above any I’d ever seen. The walls were smooth, molded in a light gray color, the computer screens integrated so well you could hardly see them.

“This is a new feature,” Sarlun said, tapping the wall. A 3D image appeared, and his fingers flew over the air as he keyed in instructions. “I’m going to have it lead to the bridge.”

A Shimmali woman’s projection was suddenly in front of us. “Welcome to Light, Sarlun. Please, follow me.” She walked past me, wearing a dark gray uniform with a burning star insignia on the left shoulder.

“Who is that?” I whispered to Suma.

“That’s the ship’s AI. She can appear as anyone you program in,” Suma said.

“That’s cool,” Hugo said.

“It is. I guess we should follow her,” Mary said, tugging my arm. Jules was already down the corridor, right behind the projection, and we caught up.

There were Shimmali workers everywhere, and some stopped to talk to Sarlun in chirps and tweets before continuing their tasks. A few intricate robots moved by, welding seams along the floor as we passed them.

“How much longer? Six months?” I asked Sarlun.

He kept walking as he spoke. “I’d say closer to a year. There’s one more thing we need to accomplish by the time Jules finishes her last year at the Academy.” He turned and winked at my daughter, who let out a laugh. She met my gaze, her eyes burning hotly. I’d become used to her like this, but still cringed at the reactions she received from others around her.

They painted a large target on her. Everyone knew who she was as soon as they saw the green eyes, but she was doing well with it. Even her mood had improved over the last few weeks as she’d grown into her new reality. She was so strong, stronger than I’d ever been.

We stopped to see some high-end facilities like the mess hall and gymnasium, complete with holoprojection training grounds. This ship was top-notch, and Slate was going to be really happy here. I’d miss having him around. Mary and I had spent so much time with Loweck and Slate over the last few years on Haven that having them gone on an exploratory ship with no access to a portal was going to be difficult.

Eventually, our AI guide led us up a wide elevator toward the bridge. It was bright inside the elevator, the size easily accommodating our group.

“How many decks is the ship?” I asked, realizing I’d never asked.

“Twelve,” Sarlun answered.

Mary smiled at me. “What do you think, Dean?”

I shrugged. “I think the ship is amazing. It’s everything you could ever dream of in an exploration vessel. The Alliance has outdone itself on this one.”

The elevator stopped, the doors opening to the left. I instantly heard a lot of voices, the general mirth filling the air.

“What’s going on here?” I asked, seeing Slate and Loweck near the gigantic viewscreen. Magnus and Nat were there, with Dean and Patty chatting to each other. Rivo Alnod surprised me by waving at me. She was still so small, but I noticed she was dressed in a gray uniform. Then it hit me.

Almost all of them were in uniform: some from the Horizon, but many wearing the new Light logo on their shoulders. I saw Leslie there, wearing a uniform to match Magnus’, and I smiled at her, so happy she’d finally accepted the role of commander on his ship.

“Hey, Parker!” Sergo said, lifting a glass of nectar from one of the helm positions. Walo was beside him, grinning at me.

“Slate, I see I’m late for your party,” I told him as we arrived near the front of the bridge. I turned to see it from this perspective and felt a warmth course through me as I soaked it in. The science station was twice the size as those of the other Alliance ships, and there were three helm positions at the front of the bridge. The commander’s seat was in the normal spot to the side of the captain’s seat, but there was a third station on the other side.

“Wait, you didn’t hear?” Slate asked.

“Hear what?” I asked.

Mary placed a hand on my forearm. “We didn’t want to tell him until he was in front of everyone.”

My back went rigid. “What is this? Are you two conspiring against me?” I let out a laugh, hiding my nerves.

The entire bridge went quiet. I spotted Regnig there beside Jules, and they all looked toward Sarlun.

“Light is nearing its completion, but there will be a delay in the launch,” Sarlun told the gathered guests. “We’re in the process of mining a portal stone, and the delivery will take eight months or so. This gives our captain time to make sure their business with the Academy is finished.” He looked at me, and I glanced at Slate. He was finishing his last year as an instructor. We all knew this.

I waited for Sarlun to mention Slate, and stared at my old friend. It was a full minute of silence when I realized they were all watching me now. “What? Do I have something on my face?”

Mary spoke now, tears forming in her eyes. “Dean Parker, on behalf of the Alliance, we’d like to offer you the captaincy of our newest vessel, Light.”

I stood still, waiting for someone to tell me she was kidding, that Slate had put her up to this, but no one did. They all waited with expectancy, and I didn’t know what to say.

“Slate, weren’t you going to take this ship?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I’m not ready for it yet, but I’d be happy to be your commander,” he said softly.

“And I’ll be your science officer,” Suma said.

“And I’ll be your pilot,” Sergo added.

Loweck put an arm around Slate. “I’ll be your head of security.”

“And I’ll be coming too,” Rivo said, “if you’ll have me.”

I was speechless, feeling so many emotions welling up inside me. Jules met my gaze and gave me a slight nod, her smile infectious.

We could do so much with the ship. I’d be able to bring Brik, the being from Sterona, to his home. I could show Fontem things he’d never seen before; I could study what Jules was becoming, and how we could help her. I’d be able to defend us from Lom and PlevaCorp if necessary, or at least have a better chance at fighting him when the time came.

I stood tall, looking out at the bridge full of my friends.

Before I answered, I leaned into Mary’s ear, and asked one question. I’d grown bored over the years, complacent and on the sidelines while others took leading roles. I was ready for this. Excitement filled my veins, and my hand shook slightly as I spoke. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

Mary stared me in the eyes, her lips curling upwards into a smile. “I’ve never been surer of anything.”

“Let’s do this!” I told everyone, and the room erupted into cheers.

“Welcome the new captain to his starship Light,” Slate said loudly.

“Welcome, Captain Dean Parker,” they echoed.

It had a good ring to it.

The End
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One

The rain was relentless as they sprinted through the valley. It turned the soft dirt into a sloppy mess, causing each footstep to feel like ten. Jules’ legs burned with the effort, and twice she had to slow to tug Dean along behind her. His hair was plastered over his eyes, and she’d never seen him so miserable.

“How much farther?” he bellowed, and she hardly heard him as the wind carried his voice away from them.

“It’s close!” she called, stopping to pull her tablet from her jacket. A bright red dot blinked half a mile or so from their position, but when she glanced up, there was a high hillside between them and the target.

Dean was beside her, his face close to hers. “We have to go… up there?”

Jules took a deep breath and wiped water from her brow before nodding. “It appears so.”

“This isn’t fair. We should be enjoying our last week at the Academy, not trudging across a muddy backwater planet in search of an old building,” Dean said, just loud enough for Jules to discern his words.

“Life isn’t fair.” She patted Dean on the shoulder, and he rolled his eyes.

“Fine. Lead the way, Ju.”

She grinned, shifting the soaked pack on her shoulders before lifting a foot from the squishy ground. It made a sucking noise as it pulled free, and she was thankful the boots were strapped on tightly, or she guessed she’d be running around barefoot at this point.

The landscape was bleak here: the trees bereft of leaves, the ground usually hard and dry. The rainstorm seemed to be an anomaly, and Jules almost laughed at the coincidence. Their mission would be over by now if not for the storm. Wasn’t that always the way?

The two of them crossed the last section of flat ground in another ten minutes; the only sounds were the wind and an occasional grunt from Dean. Jules stopped as they neared the hill’s edge, the ground slick and mucky here too. She took one tentative step onto the incline, and slid down. Dean tried, making it three steps before ending up on his back beside her in the mud.

“This won’t do.” Jules stuck her hand out, helping the boy to his feet. Dean was fuming, his adolescent temper getting the best of him. The older student wasn’t used to grappling with anything. He was always the first to complete tasks, had the second-best grades in class, and won every sporting event he participated in. Jules thought it might be good for him to struggle on occasion. Papa would say it built character.

Jules stared at Dean, seeing her glowing green eyes reflected from the whites of his. “I have an idea.”

He grinned, wiping his hair from his face. “Finally. No one said you couldn’t use them.”

Jules had hoped to avoid using her powers, but they were part of her, and even her parents seemed to understand. With the knowledge that there were others like her in existence, and that the abilities weren’t actually related to the evil Iskios but to something older, they’d accepted it more openly.

She closed her eyes, and for a moment, everything ceased to exist around her. The rain continued to drip onto her head, but she didn’t feel it. The gusting wind was nothing more than a gentle blowing breeze, and she smiled as the power filled her. Her thoughts drifted from the day-to-day of a fifteen-year-old girl, and she became someone else, but still herself.

A bubble extruded from her, enveloping them both, and when her eyelids opened again, they were hovering in the glowing energy sphere.

“You could have saved us a lot of time, you know,” Dean told her.

“Then I wouldn’t get to see you all frustrated like you are,” Jules replied, and the young man laughed. It was a pleasant sound.

She lifted them from the ground, and the sphere gave them reprieve from the turbulent weather outside. The wind jostled the ball slightly as she moved them up the hillside toward their destination.

This leg of the trip was fast, and Jules spotted the building a couple minutes later. It was smaller than she’d expected, a tower rising from the center of the square structure. There was a flashing red bulb on the tip of the antenna, signaling this was their ending point.

The sphere lowered near the building’s entrance, and the two-story structure blocked the wind and rain as she dropped the energy field around them. Her gloved hand ran over the stone wall, feeling the rough grooves in the blocks, and she glanced over her shoulder to where they’d originated from. The valley was long and deep, and she could almost see the spot where they’d been dropped off two days ago.

Dean didn’t seem interested in where they’d departed, only in where they were going. “Let’s move inside.”

Jules followed Dean as he used a manual lever to press the entrance door open. The room was dark inside, and Jules had no clue what to expect to find. Her hand sought a light switch near the doors but came up empty, so she pulled a drone from her pack, setting the bag on the ground.

Dean was far more cautious than she was. His first move was to have his pulse rifle up, ready for anything nefarious.

Jules activated the light drone, and it cast a wide beam over them. The building was one large room, and in the center was a hunk of metal, perhaps intended for space travel, yet visibly constructed in a crude fashion.

“What is this?” Dean asked, stepping toward the vessel. He circled around it, checking the room for inhabitants before finally lowering the weapon.

He was his father’s son. Jules liked that, because she was proud to be Dean and Mary’s daughter, and hoped to take on each of their best qualities, maybe even a few of their bad ones.

The alien craft wasn’t pretty; it was almost like the drawings Hugo made when he was a little kid, wishing he was a space pilot of an alien fighter craft.

“What do you suppose we should do?” Dean asked.

Jules was confident of what needed to happen. “We fix this ship.”

Dean knocked on the hull with his knuckles; the sound was dull in the open room. “I can’t even find an entrance.”

It was true. While it presented like a spaceship, there was no visible opening; it was identical on both ends, an elongated shape of symmetry. “There’ll be one. We only need to find it.” She moved the light drone to her shoulder and aimed the beam at the ship. Dean and the drone stayed near her as she walked around the vessel, searching for a clue.

Dean was the one to spot it, and the competitive side of her bristled at that. “There’s an opening underneath.” The monstrosity was propped on four legs. “I bet the landing gear is made so tall because of the soft ground. They wouldn’t sink too deep if they landed it down there.”

Jules nodded at his sound observation. “Can you enter it?”

Dean was prying at the hatch, and when he’d all but given up on accessing it, Jules walked under the craft and raised a glowing hand. Tendrils of green energy coursed out, rushing along the ship’s hull, a few entering the lines of the doorway. She tugged at them, and something audibly clicked before it slid to the side like a pocket door.

Dean smiled, hugging her close at the victory. Jules tried to stay calm, in case any sudden movements caused Dean to break the embrace. He smelled like mud and rain and a mixture of sulfur, like everything on this alien world, and she never wanted him to leave.

He let go before clambering inside the ship by pulling himself up. Of course Dean didn’t think of her that way. She had just turned fifteen, and he was a man by all accounts, eighteen and about to graduate the Academy. Although she was finishing school too, and girls did mature faster than boys…

“Jules, you have that look again. Everything okay?” Dean asked, his head poked through the ship’s entrance. The vessel was small, only built for a couple of bodies at best, and when he offered his arm to help her in, she took it.

Once inside, she brought the drone with her, and it cast light over the strange interior. She dropped her jacket, feeling too hot in here, the space cramped.

“Talk about alien,” Dean whispered.

There was a single seat near one end of the vessel, which Jules judged to be the front now, and they walked over to it, careful not to hit their heads on the low ceiling. It was immaculately clean, the floor a shiny polished metal, the walls curved and sleek. The entire fabrication seemed molded from metal, and everything, including the chair and the tiny dash in front of it, protruded from the floor as if one lone piece of material.

“How do we…” Dean touched the metal-framed screen near the chair, and the entire ship shook to life. Jules almost lost her footing but managed to stay upright as the dash lit up. A series of embedded bulbs illuminated along the outer walls, and she turned the drone off, stowing it in a pocket.

“Looks like it’s been waiting for us,” Jules said quietly, seeing her green eyes reflecting back at her from the polished surfaces.

A beep emanated from near the entrance, and she tried to determine what it was.

“That’s the tablet.” Dean rushed to her jacket, which sat in a pile near the exit, and pulled the device out. “There’s a message from Slate.”

“Play it!” Jules said. They weren’t supposed to have contact from their instructors during the final exam, so she assumed something was wrong.

Dean pressed an icon, and Slate’s voice carried through the tiny speakers. “This is Zeke Campbell for Dean and Jules. There’s been a breach, and we’re afraid that a group of Carpavian Harvesters have made it past our defenses in the outer ring. We’re going to head after them, but they appear to have an unfamiliar cloaking technology. We only just realized they’d made it through the system. We think there are three Harvester ships. Be careful and stay hidden for the time being.”

The message ended, and they stared at each other for a moment. “Harvesters?” Jules asked.

“I heard my dad talking about them once. Bad news. Think pirates, but… they eat the flesh of their victims.” Dean’s face was pale, and Jules imagined hers was as well.

“We have to stop them. Canni and Extel Four are here,” she said.

Dean nodded, contradicting himself with his words. “But Slate told us to hide.”

Jules let out a guffaw. “You think Slate would remain here? Or our parents? We’re about to be Gatekeepers, Dean. We don’t stay hidden. We help our people.”

Dean gave her a grim smile, pointing to the dash. “Do you see any controls on this thing?”

____________

An hour later, they were in the air, passing through the open ceiling of the building atop the hill. Dean sat in the pilot’s seat, his hands maneuvering the alien controls. Once they’d figured out the layout, it had been easier than they’d expected. It was a good thing they’d just finished an entire course on alien spacecraft history and composition.

They’d determined that the beings who’d created this vessel were short, maybe four feet tall, with three digits on each of their two hands. Dean duplicated their finger pattern and used the glowing dials and throttles on the metallic screen. He was better at this kind of thing than Jules, and she was glad to let him take the reins.

She held the tablet, seeing Canni and Extel’s location blinking some distance from them. The viewscreen was open now, and she was amazed at the level of expertise in this vessel. The solid wall had dissolved, leaving a clear screen in front of them, and Jules glanced up to see purple lightning forking through the sky as they slowly maneuvered the craft up and over the valleys below.

“I found them.” She pointed at the viewscreen, and Dean tilted the ship, sending her sprawling to the side. She pushed out with her powers at the last minute, preventing herself from being harmed.

“Sorry!” Dean called, and she scrambled over, gripping the chair’s short headrest.

“I don’t remember seeing purple skies before,” Jules told him.

“I don’t think they’re natural.”

Dean was right. Jules noticed the vessels descending on the spot where Canni was supposed to be. Their mission had seemed simple a few days ago. Slate had said they would be dropped off on a barren world: no portals, only the necessities. It was a classic Gatekeepers mission. They were to pretend their spacecraft was damaged, and they needed to find another way to either contact the outside world, or leave the surface and return to the waiting starship some distance away in-system.

The entire time, they were required to explore, record, and stay safe. It had started out fine, with a strange blue sunlight, crisp air, and dry ground. After their first night of camping out, the rain had begun, and that was when things had gone south.

Watching the Harvesters’ looming attack over her counterparts in the valley beyond, her anger simmered, threatening to boil over. They were about to graduate, and nothing was going to stop her and Dean from finishing this mission. And there was no way Jules was going to allow some flesh-eating monsters the chance at Canni or his Inlorian partner.

“Hurry, Dean. We don’t have much time,” she said, eyes ablaze, heart pumping quickly.

“I’m taking this thing as fast as I can,” he told her.

They crested a hill, and the valley spread out below them, filling the viewscreen. The ships were moving closer to the edge of the expansive vale, and Canni’s icon showed they were still halfway up a slope. Jules had been lucky to have a way to avoid climbing the slippery and muddy incline, but Canni, the huge Keppe student, would be struggling as they traversed the mess.

“I can see them,” Dean said, lowering toward their destination. Jules could too. The bright purple flashes illuminated the hill in the darkening evening sky, and there they were. Canni was in the lead, a rope tied around his waist, and Extel Four clung to it as he tugged her behind him.

Jules saw the incoming Harvester vessels, lavender energy arcing over their hulls as they descended toward her friends. “Stop the ship above them!” Jules shouted, racing to the floor hatch. She used her tendrils again, sending the sliding door open, and saw nothing but the dark mucky hill before Dean slowed and hovered directly over the other students.

Canni’s gun was aimed directly at her, and his eyes went wide in surprise. “Jules?” She didn’t hear the word, just read his lips, and Extel was already shouting out something about the incoming vessels.

They were too high over the others to usher them inside, and Jules grabbed a rope from her pack, searching for somewhere to anchor it. Finding nothing, she hurried to Dean’s chair, looping the rope around its base before tying it off. “Dean, when I say the word, you lift off, okay?”

He agreed, and she rushed at the exit, trying not to fall out as the craft angled slightly. She dropped the rope, and Canni lifted Extel up. The Inlorians had four arms, and Extel held her pack with two of her hands and used the top two to climb toward Jules.

“Who are they?” Extel asked, and Jules shook her head.

“Slate said they were Harvesters. We need to…”

The ship shook, which meant the incoming enemy had fired at them. Time was running out.

Extel’s legs came up, and she rolled to the side, leaving the hatch empty once more. Canni was on the rope now, right behind her, and the ship rose slightly away from the ground. “Lower us!” Jules called, and his stress was evident in his reply.

“They’re almost here. How can we defend ourselves?” Dean shouted, and she realized she hadn’t considered that part yet. Rescuing her friends was plan A, but as a Gatekeeper, you always needed a plan B, or at least to think a few steps ahead.

“Let me worry about that!”

Canni’s face was twisted in a frown as one of his hands gripped the inside wall. “Jules, what’s happening?” he asked through gritted teeth. His dark armored skin glistened from the rain, and the ship bucked to the side as he entered.

“Dean, go!” Jules grabbed at Canni, pulling him in, and she tripped over his bulky legs as Dean accelerated from the ground. Jules felt gravity take over as she fell from the hatch toward the mud below.

Jules used her powers, preventing herself from crashing into the dirt, and settled to her feet as rain washed off the sphere around her. The Harvesters were close enough to attack now, and she felt a familiar rage course through her. No one was going to hurt her friends – her family.

She rose from the ground, floating in front of the viewscreen, where Dean would be behind the controls. The Harvesters were intimidating: boxy, with dark purple energy flashing around their hulls. They slowed, hovering about the newly-discovered alien craft, and Jules sensed they were about to attack. She wasn’t going to wait for the imminent assault. She waved Dean away, without a glance toward the viewscreen behind her.

Jules breathed deeply, the ancient energy inside her enveloping her throat, pumping in her veins. She stretched a hand out, sending thick green flickering tendrils at the lead enemy, lashing it to the valley below. It crashed with a loud smack in the sludge, and the other two Harvesters moved to land behind it.

Jules didn’t hesitate. She flew down the slope, hovering near the front of the Harvester, and spread her hands wide. The head of the vessel tore apart, purple blasts emanating all around the defeated craft. A figure stood inside the ship, the front of the enemy craft split in two and tossed twenty yards to either side of her.

“Jules, enough!” the figure called, and she blinked, trying to see who could possibly be within it that knew her.

The rage subsided as she recognized the man: his short dark hair, his thick beard, those kind eyes that softened every time they stared at her.

“Papa,” she whispered, settling to the ground.


Two

My daughter was a piece of work. I never should have suggested throwing the extra level of difficulty into Jules and Dean’s final exam mission, and I’d paid the price. Now I owed Sergo twenty credits and the Deeli of Bazarn Five a new ship.

“Dad, I still don’t understand why you did that,” Jules said, and I stopped pacing the room aboard Horizon. Mary and Hugo had remained on Haven while the students were taking their finals, and I was glad Mary hadn’t witnessed our daughter’s destructive power. She’d been remarkable out there, defending her friends like that. It had also been terrifying to push the limits of the final. I could have been killed.

“We predicted you were going to have too easy a time with the usual mission parameters, so we added in an additional layer, where you’d need to come to the aid of your fellow students. It was a sound plan at the time,” I told her, even though my words weren’t reassuring.

“Okay, I get that, but Harvesters? You didn’t need to make me think someone was going to eat us,” she said, and I caught no hidden amusement at our choice of enemies.

“I know, honey bear, but…”

“Papa, don’t you think I’m a little old to be called that? I’m practically a woman.” Jules averted her gaze, and I laughed internally at the fact that she called me by that name after all these years. I hoped she never stopped.

“Okay, deal. But I don’t care how easily you tore the front of a spaceship off; you’ll always be my little girl.” I turned to glance down our hallway when a chime sounded, and I told the computer to let the visitor in.

Slate entered the hall with Dean in tow. The boy had deep lines under his eyes, and I noticed the way Jules sat up straighter as the kid walked in. I’d known how she felt about Magnus and Nat’s son for a few years now, but hadn’t said a peep. It would play out as it was intended to; I just hoped her heart wasn’t broken in the process.

“I wanted to come and apologize for allowing this to happen,” Slate said. “It’s my last year teaching at the Academy, and I’d really appreciate it if we could keep this indiscretion quiet for the sake of my memory there.”

Slate wasn’t one for secrets, but we nodded along. “What about the other kids?” I asked, and he laughed.

“They thought it was awesome, and I promised them a passing grade, even though we interfered with their completion of the task. They were keen on the deal, since Canni didn’t think his legs could have made it the entire way up that knoll,” Slate said.

“How about we grab a beer and let these two talk?” I asked, winking at Jules so the others couldn’t see.

She mouthed the words “thank you,” and Slate followed me to the kitchen. I glanced over to see Dean sit beside Jules, their voices hushed as they spoke.

“That was dangerous. If I’m going to be the captain of Light, I need to make better decisions,” I said, passing a beer to Slate.

“If I’m going to be your commander, I need to stop you from making bad choices too.” Slate grinned and clinked his bottle to mine, taking a sip.

“Deal.” I settled on the stool at the island, and Slate remained standing across from me.

“Can you believe we’re going to be boarding Light in a month? Seems like it was only yesterday we surprised you with that party on the bridge.”

“You’re not kidding. It’s been a great year, but I’m ready to leave our condo on Haven. With Hugo going to the Academy next semester, and Mary scaling back her hours with the Alliance of Worlds, I feel like we can really do this. I miss it,” I admitted to my best friend.

“You and me both. Don’t get me wrong. I loved working with Magnus on this ship, and then teaching at the Academy, but after a while, I started to itch for adventure,” he told me.

“I hear you. Attending the odd board meeting on Haven, or the site planning on New Spero, leaves nothing but a pit of boredom in my old veins, Slate. I need space. I need the stars and planets and encounters, and the thrill of adventure. I was an accountant, living a boring life, and everything turned upside down. I spent so many years wishing for a quieter existence after that, and honestly, I was wrong the entire time.” I took a sip of my beer and glanced to the living room again, seeing the top of Jules’ head. “She feels the same way as I do, perhaps even more so. If she can hone her abilities, she’ll be unstoppable.”

Slate nodded, his expression going serious. “I know we’re talking about Light like it’s going to be all fun and games, but the universe is a dangerous place. Are you sure we want to escort Brik to his people as our first task?”

This was surprising. Slate had always seemed to be okay with the idea of returning the Sterona man home to his people. “We owe it to ourselves to see this through. It was always you and me, buddy. Remember the portals on New Spero? We found Suma that day. It was fate, and once again, it brought us together for another quest.”

“Okay, that’s all great with me. We’re still bringing the kid with us?” he asked, looking over at me as he took another drink.

“We are. Should we not?” I asked.

“If he’s like Jules, do you think it’s safe?”

This was a sticking point with many of us, and I tried to give the boy the benefit of the doubt. “According to Regnig, there was a man – O’ri of the Stor – and the description of him was similar to what we see in my daughter. But by all definitions, the youth we found on the Collector’s ship wasn’t an intimidating man. We can’t assume that he’s the same person.”

“Then why haven’t we let him out of the time freeze yet?” Slate asked.

I hadn’t said much about it to the others, because I didn’t like the implications that anyone with Jules’ ability was dangerous, even though she’d just shown us how powerful she could be when motivated. “Because she doesn’t want to.”

“Jules?”

“That’s right. She and Regnig talk about it endlessly, debating the options, and they’ve chosen to let him remain frozen for now, until they learn more about her and the ancient powers,” I said. It was all connected to the stones, the crystal portals, and oddly enough, they were linked to the crude circular portals of the Nirzu of the valley on Menocury L05 as well. I wished I knew more about the history of her powers, because as it stood, they weren’t related to the Iskios, as we’d been speculating.

The Theos had been remiss to place the bodies of their enemies on a planet infused with the portal stone crystals, and they’d soaked in the lingering energy of Jules’ ancestors. We were hypothesizing that the same energy had filled Mary while pregnant and possessed by the Iskios, and it resulted in our daughter being given this extraordinary gift. I was done trying to hide it from everyone, and since she was no longer able to keep her eyes from glowing, it was just as well.

Slate smiled again, the corners of his eyes crinkling. When had we aged this much? To me, Slate was always going to be that man in his twenties, sent to join our mission by General Heart when Leslie and Terrance ran away from their captivity in New Mexico all that time ago. “Fair enough. Dean, I’m going to miss teaching, but this is going to be legendary. Captain Dean Parker, teaming up with Commander Zeke Campbell.”

“I thought you hated your name.”

He shrugged. “Loweck likes it, so that makes me not loathe it quite so much.”

“You won’t mind if I keep calling you Slate, will you?”

“As long as you don’t call me late for dinner. Speaking of, Magnus and Natalia are waiting for us,” he told me, and I’d almost forgotten we had plans with them.

“Come on, kids. Time to go over to Dean’s,” I called, and finished my beer. “And Commander Zeke.” I stood by my old friend and set a hand on his shoulder. “This is going to be a great experience for us all.”

Slate grinned widely, nodding along. “I still can’t believe you agreed to let Sergo join the crew.”

“He’s come through when he’s needed to, and that’s good enough for me.” I led Slate down my suite’s hall, toward the exit, and heard the kids trailing behind us at a safe distance.

Maggie was already at the door, nose touching it in anticipation. “How does she always know?” Slate asked, and I shook my head.

“Food detection is her superpower.”

A few minutes later, we were settled in to Magnus’ suite, filling the table with bodies. Natalia hugged me, then Jules, and I could tell by the look in her eyes that rumors had already reached her about what had happened earlier in the day. Luckily, she didn’t bring it up, and Slate appeared happy about that.

Patty grabbed Jules’ hand and tugged her away from the gathered group, toward her room, and Dean took a seat beside his father. Magnus was acting worried about something, and I told myself to ask him about it later.

The doors opened at the end of the hall, and I heard the best sound in the galaxy. “Hello, everyone.” I turned to see Mary stalking toward me, and she pulled me into a hug. I kissed her, admiring her new haircut. She’d cut it shorter, and it swept to her left shoulder, slightly higher on her right side in the common asymmetrical style all the younger people on Haven were doing these days.

“Looks great,” I whispered in her ear, and her eyes sparkled in reply. “Where’s Hugo?”

“With Karo and Ableen. The new students are doing an optional tour tomorrow, and he asked if he could stay with Uncle Karo.” Mary took a seat beside Nat, and I went beside her.

“The boy must be excited,” Magnus said from the head of the table. He wasn’t in uniform, which was a rare sight these days.

“Hugo’s more excited about seeing spaceships and playing with guns than learning anything,” Mary told them, and Magnus boomed a laugh out.

“Sounds like Slate,” Magnus said, and Slate plopped into a chair beside Dean and across from me.

“Saved your old hide more times than I’d care to bring up,” Slate said, taking the comment from his former captain with grace.

“I can’t deny that. Dean, I heard you passed today,” Magnus told his son.

“You’re looking at one of the newest Gatekeepers,” Slate said proudly.

“It was mostly Jules,” Dean said quietly.

Magnus leaned in and glanced toward Patty’s room, where my daughter was tucked away, likely hearing the latest boy gossip from Horizon. “Son, you’re one of the most capable men I know, and you have the entire universe at your disposal. One day, you’ll be the captain of a ship like this, and you’re going to need people around you that elevate you, that help you succeed. A rising tide lifts all boats, and without people like Dean, Mary, and Slate, and” – he cleared his throat – “your mother, I’d be stuck on Earth trying to hide from the Deltra.”

Dean appeared to take in the wise commentary, and he sat straighter in his chair. “Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it.”

“Any time, son. Where’s the food?” Magnus peered over his shoulder, where the NannyBot rolled toward us with trays of steaming hot dinner.

____________

“And we need to follow up on the threat. That’s why I’d like you to take Dean and Patty with you on Light for a while,” Magnus said. The four of us were in their living room, the kids gone to bed an hour ago. Even Slate had dismissed himself, saying Loweck was expecting him at the Academy for the tours tomorrow.

“And these guys, are they legit?” I asked. This was the first anyone had mentioned the Arnap to me.

“We’ve been hearing a few things about them at the Alliance headquarters, but never more than a passing rumor,” Mary said.

“And what, there’s a chance they’ve committed genocide of an entire planet?” I asked.

“That’s the speculation, but with no one alive to tell the tale, we can’t be certain. The inhabitants weren’t space traveling, but they were close. Some nearby races were keeping tabs on them, kind of like Earth before the Event,” Magnus said.

“And what? You two are going to rush in there and stick your necks out?” I asked.

Mary slapped me on the arm. “Dean, I’m positive they’re going to be cautious and investigate things before doing anything.”

Natalia laughed. “Actually, he was right. But maybe Mary’s approach is better.”

I could tell they were messing with me, but something about this strange mission didn’t sit well. “Are you sure you want Dean with us on Light?” I knew someone that would be thrilled with the news, and it wasn’t Patty.

“Is that a problem?” Magnus puffed on a cigar, the smoke drifting to the ventilator overhead.

“Not at all. But he’s about to graduate, and Sarlun has set tasks for the newly admitted Gatekeepers. I don’t want to dictate…” I stopped as Magnus raised a hand.

“You know as well as I do that Sarlun will be fine with anything we suggest. The ship needs Gatekeepers, and you’re going to have a bunch at your disposal. The first-years need to be led by an established duo,” he said.

“Exactly, that’s why I was thinking…”

“Dean, we’re the duo he’s implying,” Mary said, and I realized how daft I was being.

“That makes sense.” Mary and I, along with Slate, had become the first humans in Gatekeeper history.

I relaxed, thinking he was onto something. If we could keep Dean and Jules together on Light, I would be able to keep a father’s protective eye over her for the near future. That made me feel a lot better about her venturing into this new profession. “Could you imagine if we’d had to graduate from the Academy before they let us do anything?”

Mary laughed. “We’d never have made it. I think our ignorance was the only thing that kept us alive at times.”

I didn’t mention the ice world where we’d first discovered the clue we thought was going to lead us to the Theos all those years ago. That had been on one of our first missions. Sarlun’s words still echoed in my mind from our wedding night. “Dean and Mary, will you join our ranks as Gatekeepers? My daughter was right about you. You are special.”

And now, all these years later, we had a daughter of our own, and she was about to be recruited. It didn’t seem possible, but as I looked at our small group, I could see we were no longer the same four people we’d been during the Event. Time had a funny way of sneaking up on you.

“So you’ll watch over the kids for us?” Natalia asked.

“Sorry for being so circumspect over the topic. We’d be happy to have them with us on Light.” I leaned over, petting Carey, who was nestled at my feet. Another modern miracle. The life extenders were still working, but I didn’t think the old boy had many years left in the tank. It was evident with each groan as he stood, with his lack of appetite, and the sheen of his once-shiny coat now going dull.

I loved that dog all the same, and I left my hand on his back as he snored quietly. Maggie rolled over, and Charlie jumped up onto the couch between Nat and Magnus. “Do you think you’ll ever use the extenders?” I asked the pair across from me.

Magnus set his cigar down and peered at his wife. “I’m on the fence. We’ve discussed it, but are we meant to live longer?”

I shrugged. “I mean, we were already on that path with Earth’s modern medicine. I have a feeling humans would have been living a lot longer within a few decades, had we not been introduced to alien races.”

“Does that mean you’re considering them?” Nat asked. “Or that you’re taking them?”

“I haven’t given them much thought,” I admitted. I turned to Mary. “How about you?”

She was always going to be beautiful, and I loved her new hairstyle, but we weren’t spring chickens any longer, and the stress of our lives over the last twenty years did occasionally show through.

“I’ve thought about it,” she told us, and I squinted at her.

“Really?”

“Who hasn’t? And I’m sure we discussed this before.”

“Not that I recall.”

“When Jules was born,” she said.

“You expect me to remember a conversation from fifteen years ago?” I asked, ignoring the laughter from Magnus.

“We said that maybe one day we’d implement them,” Mary said.

“I don’t know… there’s something to be said for living out your days, and when it’s your time, it’s your time,” Magnus said, but Nat shook her head.

“I disagree. We need to stay vital and healthy for our children. Don’t you want to see Dean’s kids grow up? To see Patty’s wedding?” Natalia asked her husband.

“Maybe you’re right, but I say we all do it. The four of us. If we’re going to be experimental, we may as well have a support group,” Magnus said.

“We’ll consider it,” I told them, not sure if I wanted to use the extenders or not. But looking down at Carey, I grinned, thinking about the dog. He would have died years ago without them, and instead, he’d been able to enjoy a happy and fulfilling life here with my friends on Horizon, after years on New Spero. One day, my coat was going to go dull too; my hips would ache, and my eyesight would start to deteriorate. Perhaps easing the timeline on that wasn’t such a bad idea.

Mary stood, and Maggie darted to her feet at the movement. Carey didn’t budge. “Time for bed. Thanks for the evening. You want to tell the kids they’re coming with us?”

Nat nodded. “We will tomorrow. Have a good night.”

“See you at the graduation?” I asked Magnus as he walked us to the door.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


Three

Things couldn’t have been better. Jules was about to graduate, and in a few short weeks, they were starting their new mission aboard Light. The ship was next-level, and the other students were all jealous she was going on the brand-new Alliance exploration vessel instead of them.

“You’re only going because of your father,” Wentle buzzed.

“Who cares? Dean Parker is awesome, and Jules deserves it. She’s worked harder than any of you Volartien slugs,” Kira said, making Jules laugh. The Molariun girl had grown since their first mission to Menocury L05, but she was still tiny compared to the rest of them.

“You’re only trying to get a job one day, aren’t you?” Canni asked, laughing with a booming voice. He was larger than life in his white uniform, wearing the full Gatekeeper-issued clothing. They all were, and Jules loved every moment of it.

Jules wore a pin in her hair, which was half up in a braid. She loved chatting with her mother as she braided her dark curly hair. It was a time to relax in a hectic world. She touched the pin, a gift from Bazarn, and smiled at the memory of her ninth birthday.

Their graduating class had forty students, the highest enrollment yet. Each year, the Alliance expanded, and more and more members sent their best and brightest to be taught at the already legendary Academy. There were children from races around the universe that she’d hardly even heard of, and Jules found it all fascinating.

“Where’s Dean?” Canni asked, and as if he’d been waiting for his name to be said, he pressed through the doors to the back of the stage, where they were gathered.

Dean’s hair was shorter, no longer falling in his eyes, but he wore the same lopsided grin that made Jules laugh and feel queasy at the same time. “What’s up, fellow Gatekeepers? Are we ready to show the universe what we’re all about?”

No one spoke until Kira raised her hand. “Was that rhetorical, because, no, I’m not…”

“You guys are no fun. Where’s your sense of adventure? Don’t you want to feel the wind of an alien world on your faces? Don’t you long for the shuttle trip through uneasy atmospheres, and to experience the thrill of a rescue? That’s what being a Gatekeeper is all about!” Dean was clearly excited, but Jules had to correct him on something.

“You’re missing the point, though. We’re meant to record and report, and help people when it’s deemed safe and the only option,” she said, repeating the instructions Suma had engrained in them over the years.

Dean waved in a dismissive gesture. “You don’t believe that, and neither does Suma. Slate definitely doesn’t.”

“Doesn’t what?” Slate’s voice asked as he stepped around the corner from the stage beyond the darkened energy field separating them from the gathering crowd.

“Nothing.” Dean’s voice turned sheepish.

“That’s what I thought. Everyone ready?” Slate asked, and they all nodded. He was wearing a tie, but Jules grinned to see it was loose around his neck. He hated the things. Wentle was shifting nervously on his feet, and Jules was having a hard time picturing the Padlog youth being a hero. Her papa had told her not everyone showed their full colors on their sleeve, and maybe some of her classmates needed more experience before they really shined. She liked the optimism her father always exuded, and strived to be more like him.

The rest of the graduation class formed up behind them, and everyone, including Dean, waited, motioning for Jules to take the lead. “Why me?” she asked.

“You’re our mascot,” Canni said, getting an elbow to the gut for his trouble.

“Because you stand for what our class is all about. You mentored us and led us through the last few years. Without you, we wouldn’t be here,” Kira told her, and Jules glanced at them all, tears threatening to form in her glowing eyes.

“Thank you,” Jules said, and she turned to face the energy barrier. One second it was there, the next it was gone, and she couldn’t believe how many people were in the auditorium. It was stuffed to the gills with people from all around the universe. She took a tentative step, hearing their parents’ cries and cheers as their graduating class stepped onto the dais.

Her blood thrummed in her ears, blocking the noise, and Jules felt for a moment that something was seriously wrong. She scanned the entrances, seeking trouble, then behind her, but nothing seemed out of place. Slowly, the sensation passed, and the noise of her surroundings broke through again, putting her at ease.

She stood on the stage while each of them accepted a pin from Sarlun, her father on the platform beside the great Shimmali man, as well as Suma and Slate. Loweck and Karo were with the other instructors at the front of the seating, and Jules caught sight of Hugo and her mother. Her brother pumped a fist in the air and smiled when she waved back.

The whole endeavor took over an hour, and when it was done, her nerves were fried and her feet ached. The group of students broke apart, and Jules walked to her father, turning to face the other kids. “This is the last time we’ll all be together. No more classes,” she whispered, and Papa must have heard her gentle musings.

“That’s fine. Nothing in life is static,” he told her.

“Except death,” she mumbled, wondering what the strange feeling had been about. There were still a lot of mysterious things that came with holding her powers, and she was determined to deal with them as they came.

Her dad must not have noticed her ill-chosen words, because he turned to Dean and shook the young man’s hand before chatting with Canni. Dean stopped at the edge of the stage and was talking with the only other human graduate, a pretty girl named Charlotte.

One minute after graduation, and Jules was ready to leave the Academy for good and start her time on Papa’s new starship, Light.

____________

Jules was grateful the last couple of weeks had flown by. With the preparation for their move to Light, her parents had been consistently absent, leaving her alone with Hugo for several days, and it was her job to bring him to the Academy, where he would stay with Karo for the duration of the school year.

“I don’t want to go,” Hugo said, sounding like such a ten-year-old. Had she ever been so young?

“You have to, Hugo.” She carried one of his bags, and he dragged the other across the pavement, toward the robot-driven transport her mother claimed would be waiting for them.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do I have to?” he asked.

“Because you’re the only one in the family that isn’t a Gatekeeper. If you don’t do this, we’ll have to kick you out of the Parkers. You won’t have a last name anymore, and you’ll be forced to work some menial job counting snowflakes for a living.” Jules held back the smile she felt creeping in.

“I don’t want to count snow. That doesn’t even sound like a job, and why would Mom and Dad kick me out?”

“They don’t make the rules, but they love to abide by them,” she told him. This was too easy.

“What’s abide mean?” Hugo asked, his rolling luggage catching on a rock. He tugged it free and kept walking.

“It means they obey and accept the rules.”

“Oh.”

“You are going to love the Academy, Hugo,” she told him as they neared the shuttle. The door opened, and they entered the empty transport. Jules slid his bags under the bench, and they settled into their seats.

“How do you know I’ll like it?” Hugo said miserably.

“Because I went there for years, and I adored it.”

“But what if I don’t? What if no one likes me, and if I fail my classes, and if the teachers think I’m stupid?” He said all this with the frustration only a child could exude.

“You aren’t stupid, and everyone likes you, and Papa will have the teachers fired if they’re mean to you.” She winked at Hugo, and he laughed.

“Really?”

“No, he wouldn’t go to that extent, but you catch my drift,” she said.

“Thanks, Jules. I wish you were staying with me.”

She reached over and took his hand. It was warm and soft, and she squeezed it in her grasp. “We’ll have the portal, so we can check in all the time, okay?”

“Okay.”

Jules saw the school through the viewscreen, and for a moment, emotions threatened to burst from her. The Academy had been such a big part of her life, and it was hard to imagine that it was over, that she was the youngest graduate in the program, and that her little brother was starting his first year.

All she’d ever wanted was to be like her parents, and Hugo was far different than her. He might really struggle with things, but like her dad said, maybe it would just take him a little longer to find his calling in life.

“Why are you crying?” Hugo asked her as the shuttle landed near the statue at the front of the school. She’d been through so much there, and each time she saw the statue, it reminded her of the Kold attack on their soil, and how she and the other students had fought them off, fending for themselves. It was a proud memory, one with a lot of trauma stitched into it.

“I’m happy, that’s all.”

“Weird way of showing it,” Hugo said, shaking his head.

They headed for the residences, and Karo met them down the street, grabbing hold of the bags and easily carrying them by himself. “Hugo, we’re so glad you can stay with us.”

Jules really liked Karo. She remembered visiting him when she was just a little girl, wanting to help so badly, but unsure how. It turned out she’d needed to fix the damaged portals, setting the Theos free from their traps.

Karo hadn’t aged a day since then, his posture commanding, his hair long and white. He was an ancient being, and Ableen emerged from their home, resplendent as always. If there was a more graceful couple in the universe, Jules hadn’t met them. Jules noted how Ableen looked at Karo, and how he returned her loving gaze. It was the same way her parents were with one another, and it gave her hope.

“Jules, are you all set to travel to Shimmal?” Ableen asked.

“I think so. We’re leaving tomorrow, and then it’s a few weeks before we can start the final trip to bring Brik home,” she said.

“I wish I was coming,” Karo said wistfully, and Ableen frowned at him.

“No you don’t.”

“No… I guess I don’t. Tell your father I’ll be sure to visit,” Karo said, moving inside with the bags.

Ableen glanced at Hugo, and then to Jules. “I’ll give you a minute.” She left them alone, and Hugo glanced up at her glowing eyes, his lip threatening to tremble.

“Stop it. You’re going to love it here. And you have the Theos kids to get you into all sorts of trouble,” she told him.

“That’s true. I do like them a lot.”

Jules hugged her little brother tightly and kissed him on the forehead. He usually complained when she did that and told her she was gross, but he didn’t this time.

“See you soon, kid,” she told him, but Hugo had already turned, heading inside his hosts’ home.

Jules walked down the pathway and took the long way around the school. The day wasn’t overly warm, and she was glad to have chosen short sleeves. The school was quiet in the off season, and she found the library entrance without seeing another person.

She took the elevator below and felt a slight tingle of a thrill as she stepped into the main library concourse. Thousands of physical texts sat on shelves, and Jules had inherited her father’s love for the written word. Even though most of their schoolwork had been done with digital references, she still appreciated the books that Regnig collected over the centuries, and she ran a hand along a stack of Padlog recipe books.

Little one. I was not expecting you. Regnig’s thoughts entered her mind, and she spun to find the tiny bird man facing her. His claw held a steaming cup of tea, and he motioned for her to follow him with the other. Come. I have more tea in the kitchen.

They moved to his private chambers, on the hidden side of the library, and Jules felt more at home as they crossed over to the dimly lit section. It always smelled better there, like old books, leather, and wood.

What brings you here? Regnig asked.

“I was dropping Hugo off and wanted to see if you were home.” Jules blew on her tea before taking a bitter sip.

I can’t say I’m unhappy to see you.

“I asked Papa to persuade you to come with us on Light, but he said you declined the invitation,” she said.

I didn’t do it to be callous, dear. I need my reference material. I’ve found more out about O’ri, and I’ve noticed a quotation about glowing eyes in three other texts. Bear in mind, these are old books, and the languages are difficult to translate.

Her pulse quickened. “You think they were like me?”

I doubt anyone was ever like you, Jules, but yes, I think they perhaps were of the same race.

Race. She wondered at that. They hadn’t been able to determine if it was an affliction rather than a genetic origin, but there was one person who might have the answer.

Regnig always knew what she was thinking. Are you prepared to speak with him?

She shook her head. “Not if there’s a chance he’s this O’ri you told me about. He did awful things to his people, and I can’t risk it.”

Your father told me you were bringing him with Light. Are we sure this is a wise course of action? Regnig asked.

“No, but I wanted him close by. What if someone else learned of his existence and stole his pod, or freed him?” Jules didn’t want to think what someone with her powers could accomplish if they used it for evil doings. She thought about her own actions, tearing that ship apart a couple of weeks ago, and blinked away the bad feelings related to that incident.

I understand the reasoning; just be cautious.

“I always am,” she assured the little man. “Do you want another blood test?”

He nodded, his beak opening enough for his little tongue to protrude from it. Yes. Great idea. Can you describe how you’ve been feeling?

They sat there, and she told him everything, holding nothing back. He was the one person she felt able to share her inner dialogue with, and he always had her best interests at heart. If someone was going to crack the code on what she was, it was Regnig, and that meant revealing the truth about it all.

She explained what had transpired at their final exam, how she went into a rage and nearly tore her father in half along with the spacecraft, and about the graduation night, when her blood had pumped so hard, she couldn’t hear. Regnig made notes like an old-world psychologist. Her mom liked mystery books, and Jules had read a few where the doctor made the patient lie down as they discussed what came to mind. Jules was sitting up, but this felt much the same, with the bird man asking the odd question, never judging, just investigating for the sake of an experiment.

Is there anything else? His beak opened slowly, his single eyelid closing halfway as if assessing her.

“No. That’s it,” she told him.

Okay. I’ll see if there are any references to any of this new information, but it’s not going to be simple. Let’s take a vial of blood, and I’ll compare it with the previous samples. Regnig stood, leading her to the same room she’d seen in her vision when touching the stone on Menocury L05.

The entire setup was a little archaic to her senses, with bubbling potions like something from a fairy tale, but Regnig claimed the results were notably more accurate this way. Who was she to argue with the old man? He hobbled as he walked, even more than normal, and she saw the small wooden cane leaning against the door.

“You should be using the cane,” she told him plainly. The nice thing about their relationship was this kind of communication.

And you should mind your elders, Regnig said, but his slight smile gave him away. He motioned for her to have a seat as the door closed, and he flipped a light on. It was still dark inside the room, with the colorful assortment of tubes and concoctions moving through glass tubes, a vent lifting any fumes from muddling the space.

The floors were a dark wood, and she stared at them as he pulled the blood from her arm to distract herself. “Where’s your assistant?” Jules asked.

Regnig held up the vial of blood, gaping through the glass as if he’d be able to spot a secret inside. Yojer has returned home for a while. Judging by his lack of further explanation, he wasn’t pleased by this. Regnig placed a small tool over the puncture on her vein and it closed, appearing like new.

“Is she returning?” Jules asked. They’d found her among all the others rescued from the Collector’s ship, and she’d quickly taken to Regnig and his research.

She may and she may not. That is up to her, but this is not the life for one so young as her.

Jules understood. Regnig confined himself underground for days, weeks, or longer. As much as Jules liked being in the library here, she needed fresh air, sunlight on her skin, or space through a viewscreen. She realized she hadn’t even brought up the Terellion. “Where’s Fontem?”

He’s on his ship far away. Studying his own collection.

“Is that healthy?” she asked. Fontem had been obsessed with utilizing time travel to spend more time with his wife, who’d died long before him.

He’s looking for a device. You may have heard of it.

“I see,” she said. Her dad had expected this too. “Should we tell Fontem we have the time travel tool?”

That’s up to your father, I presume. I have said nothing, only that I have no record of such a tool on file. Regnig would have hated lying to the man, but Papa had likely made him promise to keep it a secret.

“Maybe he can help us with Lom of Pleva returning, even change something Papa did,” Jules said hopefully.

I do not think so, but it could be worth a try.

Her father hadn’t brought up Lom in quite some time, but she knew he wondered about the day his nemesis would return. Something had happened to her dad while he’d traveled through the portals years ago, and it involved an older version of himself trying to pass on a warning.

“I hope Lom never returns,” she whispered.

So do I, my dear. So do I.


Four

We appeared in Shimmal’s portal room, the stark white walls a reminder of Sarlun’s dedication to the Gatekeepers. My old friend was close by, already walking toward us from the entrance. His small snout wagged back and forth as we met, his dark eyes wide and excited. “Today’s the day,” he said in greeting.

“You better believe it,” I replied. “It feels like the last year or so flew by, but Captain Dean Parker is here for duty.”

“And with your Gatekeeper leader, Mary Parker, as well as the Light’s newest recruit. Welcome, Jules.” Sarlun wasn’t usually so animated, but his words made us all brighten, and we followed him from the portal room.

“How are things?” Mary asked him. She wore brightly-colored robes in anticipation of our quick stop on Shimmal, mostly because we were visiting Sarlun’s vacation property before making Light our temporarily permanent home.

Jules wore an almost-matching dress, and I’d opted for something a little less showy, with white pants and a gray cloak. Sarlun studied our attire and grinned in appreciation. “I see you’re taking a liking to the Shimmal fashion. Very good. And things are great.”

“Where are we with the return of the Collector’s subjects?” Jules asked, her eyes darting at the last word.

“Follow me. I’ll show you,” he said, leading us down the corridor and outside. It was warm, the sun high, the flowers of his courtyard sending waves of sweetness through my nose.

A few ships flew through the sky, their city quiet yet busy. I peered toward it, seeing more high-rises than before, and more traffic above us. The ships were long, almost like the hovertrains we’d adopted on New Spero and Earth. Seeing them made me think about Paul back at the colonies. Since we’d stopped Frasier and the Restorers, things had been going far better on Earth.

This city was futuristic, even for us. The buildings stood tall, their shapes and bends appearing to defy gravity and physics. One caught my eye in the distance, and I tapped Sarlun, curious what the curved, half-circle structure was. It reminded me of their portal symbol. “Tell me about that one.”

“That’s a tribute to our founders, the first of the Shimmali people. It is said we were derived from an ancient god, one seeking to create an enlightened society. The first people were each born with that symbol, an open circle, if you will,” Sarlun said as we walked.

“What do you mean, born with it?” Jules asked.

Sarlun pointed to his chest. “Like a brand. Here.”

“That seems odd. When did the brand stop?” I had never heard of this before.

Sarlun slowed, turning to me. “What do you mean, stop?”

“New generations are born with this symbol?” I asked.

He nodded, stopping to unclasp the top buttons from his uniform. He pulled the material from his chest, and I saw it, a pale emblem as described.

“That’s the same as the portal… do you think…” Jules started.

“There has been speculation that whoever created the true portal technology predates the Theos, as you saw with the raw stone on Menocury L05. Theologians over the ages have also suggested that these same entities created all races.” Sarlun continued to walk, buttoning his shirt.

Jules was right beside him, her long brown hair styled in a loose braid hanging down her back. She was so much like me, it was almost heartbreaking. I knew exactly what she was feeling and could almost predict her next question. It would be about her abilities and how they related to…

“Do you think they made me? Or were the same ones responsible for O’ri and my powers?” Jules asked, taking the comments from my thoughts.

“I suspect there’s a possibility,” Sarlun replied as another series of transports roared through the sky above us.

“It appears that you’re prospering,” Mary said.

“We are. Thanks to the portals, and the Alliance, our trade is at an all-time high,” Sarlun said. He spoke English now, and I almost didn’t notice he wasn’t squawking his words.

We kept moving, over a bridge with a high see-through rail, and down a few steps until we reached a docking bay for visiting shuttles. The Collector’s ship was parked there, and from what I could tell, it was bolted to the concrete. “We’ve shut the engines off and dismantled it, but we found some odd surprises inside that we didn’t trust. We’re being careful with how we store it. Once we’ve finished studying it, we’ll be moving it to a more secure facility.”

I was surprised to see Brik there, waiting for us near the ship’s entrance. I waved to the creature from Sterona, and he smiled from his narrow slit of a mouth. Brik’s people were interesting: he had a prolonged thick tail hanging to the ground; his face was long; his head was bald and marked with light green lines. His deep-set dark eyes were alive as we approached, and he appeared excited today.

“Hello, Brik,” I said after powering up the translator on my belt.

“Greetings, Parkers.” His words were smooth, reminding me of a fish making bubbles.

“We weren’t expecting you,” Jules told him. “But I’m glad you’re here.” She smiled, and I was so proud to see my daughter able to put people at ease. I nudged Mary with my elbow, thinking she got that from her mother.

Mary grabbed my hand, and we climbed the ladder on the outside of the ship. His hatch was on the top, as it had been when we’d discovered him hiding on the hillside near the boundary of a dimensional shift we’d called Cloud. From here, we could see more of the city, and I concentrated on keeping my balance as we clambered into the Collector’s ship for what I hoped was the last time.

“Lady Jules, I owe you with my life, so speak the word, and I will do your bidding,” Brik told Jules as we stepped into the first level near the entrance.

Jules beamed. “You don’t owe me anything, Brik. We just want to find your home. Right, Papa?”

“That’s right. We have a lot of memories of Sterona, and I can’t wait to meet the rest of your people, Brik,” I told him.

We’d spent a few days with the man over the last year, and I still knew next to nothing about his people. But he was friendly and always affable, which suggested they were a good race to befriend. Mary was already discussing inviting them into the Alliance.

The lights flickered on at our movement, and the first thing I noticed were the empty displays all in a long line down the hall. There were multiple decks similar to this one, each bereft of the trapped creatures. Some of them had been on his ship for four thousand years or so, according to our best estimates, which was hard to wrap my head around.

There were around twenty of them with no determined origin, but the Gatekeepers were working on translation and star maps, and Sarlun hoped to have some results shortly. They were all living comfortably on Shimmal, and so far, there had only been a few minor issues between the frustrated beings.

Jules took the lead now, Brik following close behind.

“Lady Jules was born there. The others will be thrilled to hear such good news. Perhaps there is life to be had on our old world after all,” Brik said, trailing after my daughter toward the lift. I knew where Jules was headed, and Mary frowned as we lowered to deck seven.

There was one display lit up on this level, near the end, and Jules was drawn to it like a moth to a flame. Mary held me back. “We don’t have to bring him aboard Light.”

“I think we do. Look at her. She needs to discover more about herself, and he might be able to tell her,” I said.

“He might be dangerous,” Mary whispered.

“Everything is dangerous. She’s the one who wants to keep him frozen in time like this. She and Regnig are running numerous tests. She’ll figure it out and do what is necessary when it’s right,” I said, feigning confidence.

“I’ll have to trust you on that, Dean. The room will be guarded, though. No one in or out, deal?” Mary raised her hand to shake mine, and I kissed it instead.

“Deal.” We moved within the corridor, and I almost expected the Collector’s voice to carry through the speakers, his lumpy clay golem to limp down the hall toward us. But the Collector wasn’t on the ship any longer. He was safely away, frozen somewhere on this planet, under constant watch.

Jules stared at the boy, and I swore her eyes glowed slightly darker in his presence. It might have been the dim lighting or the reflection off the glass case, but something had changed in her. The boy himself was slight: wide in the shoulders, slim at the waist. He was stuck there, floating in the time trap set by the Collector, and his blond hair stuck out like he was under water. It was the eyes that drew my attention, though. They were icy blue, glowing like Jules’.

“That’s the same color as the world where the Iskios took me,” Mary whispered in my ear.

“I know.” I wrapped my arm around her, aware that the ordeal had been extremely traumatic. That was the day we’d learned she was pregnant, and the day they took her from me, sending Slate and me back to New Spero with so much as a flick of the wrist. It was all related; it had to be. That planet was the clue to Jules’ powers, but I didn’t want to return there, not for anything, even if we were certain the Iskios were gone, their Vortex sent to another dimension with the Shifter I’d obtained from Garo Alnod.

“Brik, have you ever seen anyone with glowing eyes like this before?” Jules asked the being, her words translated in the device on Brik’s belt.

“No, Lady Jules. I have not. Other than yours.”

“Mom, Papa, can we leave?” she asked, turning from the boy hovering there behind the display.

I nodded, and Jules came over to hug me, then Mary, who stroked her daughter’s hair before we returned to the lift that elevated us up to the top level of the Collector’s ship.

“You don’t have to worry, honey. You’ll be safe. I promise,” I told her after the others had climbed from the vessel. I hated making a promise I couldn’t keep, but I knew this was one I wouldn’t fail her on.

“Thanks. How about we head up to Light and see what’s in store for us?” Jules asked.

“That sounds perfect.” I followed her out, and after another hour or so, we were moving in a shuttle toward my brand-new starship, funded by the Alliance of Worlds.

“It’s so wonderful,” Mary said, and I couldn’t help but agree. Horizon was pleasant, but this… this was the finest exploration vessel I’d ever laid eyes on. It took the best elements of the Keppe ships and mixed it with the Shimmali technology, twisted with some updates from the Molariuns, and we had Light. It was longer than the others, sleeker, and at two point one kilometers in length, it was quite a hike to traverse.

My crew had been mostly picked by the Alliance and the Gatekeepers, other than my main crew, whom I’d had a personal hand in accepting or denying. I was looking forward to spending time with so many of my close friends over the next couple of years, after we’d been all split up for so long.

Karo wouldn’t be coming, but he was protecting Hugo while he took his first tumultuous but exciting steps to becoming a Gatekeeper himself. I didn’t know if the boy would ever actually join their ranks, but the fundamentals and other education would be priceless. He’d learn intricate math, physics, negotiation, and so many other useful subjects in our modern era.

“Look at the colors,” Jules said, staring from the shuttle viewer.

The outside hull was tinged golden along the top half and midnight blue on the lower section, the front of the ship coming to a peak just above the complex weapons system. For an exploration craft, Light was armed to the teeth.

We neared the hull, and soon it was all we saw through the viewer as the shuttle moved for the hangar to the lower decks near the rear of Light. The starship was docked beside immense scaffolding along the Shimmali manufacturing station between the planet and their moon. We entered through the main hangar, the blue energy barrier flashing as the shuttle pressed through, and into the otherwise bare room.

Soon it would be loaded with two of our cloaked Kraski ships, along with multiple shuttles like this one and other various ships, including a Padlog fighter donated by the Supreme. Sergo was excited by the fact that the old insectoid was speaking with him again, after he realized his granddaughter Walo was serious about the rogue thief-turned-hero. I’d taken the chance to vouch for him over the last handful of years, and hoped it wouldn’t bite me in the butt.

The doors sprang open, and it was clear the others wanted me to set foot on my new vessel first, so I obliged. The shuttle ramp had three steps, and I took them slowly. I’d been on Light a few times over the past year to see the updates as they happened, but this was our first visit to the completed project. This was different. Final.

My shoes landed on the hangar floor, and I rubbed my beard, looking around, the rest of our group coming to stand beside me.

“What do you think?” Sarlun asked, his snout twitching in anticipation.

“I think Captain Dean Parker is home.”


Five

This was going to be so much fun. Jules tried to hold in her excitement, but it kept spilling over the edges of her mind as they walked through every square inch of Light. They’d seen the gym, the training rooms where pilots and Gatekeepers could hone their skills, and the swimming pool.

There was also an underwater facility that any aquatic guests could call home, and Jules peered through the glass, watching the green plants ripple in the water.

“We’ll be bringing the Philod to Dechar as our first stop. She’s quite the character,” Papa said.

Jules had met Uce. She sported eight legs and a bulbous head with eyes on the top of the skull for looking up at her prey. She sang a beautiful song to communicate, and being around her felt like Jules was with something special, that the universe was full of great and powerful things to counter the dark and horrible ones.

“We have habitats for a few other races built in here as well,” Sarlun said, walking to the wall across from the Philod pod. The walls were light gray along the bottoms, the upper half a smooth black screen with lights and computer readouts with live updates. Sarlun tapped the screen, and the wall opened up, showcasing the desert landscape beyond. The space was at least three thousand square feet, and a bright hot lamp shone directly over the sand.

“This is for the Lucat, who thrives in fifty degrees Celsius during the day and ten at night.” Sarlun pointed to a rocky structure at the far corner of the room. “He’ll sleep in there.”

Jules tried to picture the Lucat and thought he was the one with the forked tongue, the squat leathery legs, and the white scaled belly. There were so many races out there, it made Jules feel better about not knowing her own heritage, or that of her abilities. The human part was pretty self-explanatory.

Brik walked alongside them for the afternoon, his tail nearly tripping her twice, but it was Papa that drew her attention the most. He was quiet, subdued, but Jules felt the thrill and happiness emanating from him. It was in his tone, his posture, and spread across his face that never seemed to lose the small grin tilting the corners of his mouth upwards.

He was in his element. Jules had been through a lot with him at her side, but mostly when she was younger. He’d been stuck at home for too long, and it was high time for him to take the reins of his destiny and seek out the adventure he needed to thrive. They were cut from the same cloth.

“There are three mess halls: one on deck four, one on deck eight, and one for the private bridge crew on deck six,” Sarlun told them as they walked past the hall on deck eight. They’d already seen the first one, the largest of the three, and Jules had peeked in, hoping to find something to snack on. The ship hadn’t been stocked yet, and she’d left with a grumbling stomach.

They continued the trip, and Jules wished Dean was there with her. Even Patty. The girl was still her friend, even if she was sixteen and nothing more than raging hormones.

Eventually, they stopped at engineering, which was at the very rear of the vessel and took up all twelve stories. They walked in from the top deck, and Jules’ breath caught in her throat. They peered at the drive from the balcony overlooking the entire room, and it was beautiful. There were screens along the far walls, showing space beyond the ship in a panoramic view. The thrusters were off, but Jules suspected she’d be able to see them glowing bright blue as they took the power from the stones inside the clear drive tube. That cylinder stretched from the stark-white engineering floor to the ceiling just out of her reach.

The blue stone reminded her of the eyes of the boy on the Collector’s ship. Once the drive was powered up, she could imagine the energy changing in this space, filling her bones.

“I have to say, this excites me every time,” Papa said softly.

“It’s the most powerful ship we’ve ever built, Dean. Would you like to see it on?” Sarlun asked, and Jules’ dad didn’t hesitate.

“We can do that?” he asked.

“Sure.”

They were on the top balcony, and they moved to the edge, where Sarlun lifted a bar to allow them entrance to the small lift that would carry them to the ground level. It was tight with everyone on it, and Brik had to let his tail overhang into the open air as they lowered.

A minute later, the bar lifted on the other side, and they stepped onto the white floor. Everything was so shiny, so sterile. Jules had spent years in a classroom, waiting for this day: when she’d be a real Gatekeeper, traveling around in a vessel like this, moving through portals to help people. It had all come true.

The wall was full of touch screens. It was one large screen, she corrected herself. Wherever Sarlun patted it, the central system menus appeared, and he showed them how they activated the drive.

He brought them through a series of menu lists, and added his personal code into the system before being granted access to the controls. From there, Jules watched with interest as he initiated the drive sequence.

Jules stepped beside her mom as the room began to glow. The crystals in the tube started to grow brighter, first at the bottom, then the light cascaded upward until the entire cylinder was shimmering. She was right. The power coming from this chattered her teeth. No one else seemed to be affected by it, so she didn’t say a word.

“Is it hot?” she asked.

“There is no heat transference. We’ve blocked that with the construction of the holding tube,” Sarlun explained, and Jules walked over the shiny floor, setting a hand on the clear surface of the drive. It was cool to the touch.

“We can power the thrusters up from here, but you’ll mostly be controlling such functions from the bridge,” Sarlun said.

“Are you sure you don’t want to join us on this trek?” Papa asked the Shimmali man.

“No. This trip is for the younger generation,” he said, and Jules realized she had no idea how old Sarlun was. “Just take care of my daughter, and she’ll tell me all about it.”

“I will. You know that,” Papa said.

“More like Suma will take care of him,” Mom said, getting a laugh.

Jules spun slowly, taking in the ambience of the drive. She thought engineering might be the best room she’d seen yet. Suma would be spending endless amounts of time there, and Jules wanted her former instructor to teach her everything she could about the drive and how it worked.

“Are you ready to see the top deck?” Sarlun asked.

____________

Our quarters were luxurious, even finer than the suite we had on Horizon, if that was possible. We had three bedrooms, a huge living space, and a gourmet kitchen. It was equipped with three full bathrooms, and I thought they may have outdone themselves. Mary smiled as we toured it.

“Nothing like customizing your own quarters on a starship, right, Dean?” she asked.

“You did this?”

“Yes, I did. They asked, I told them what I wanted. Seems fair,” she said, running a hand along the top of the couch. The wall had a screen that ran twenty-five feet across and ten feet high, and it showed a perfect view of Shimmal.

Jules was checking out her room, which was twice the size of the one at our condo, complete with a huge desk and seating area. She was going to love that.

Our floors were the same white as the rest of the ship, and the walls dark gray, making the space feel even larger. “I have to admit that I like it.”

Mary’s hand found my chest. “Good.”

“You sure you’re going to be happy living on a starship for the foreseeable future?” I asked her.

“You bet I am. I’ve seen the way your face lights up every time we’ve discussed the mission. You’ve missed this, Dean. You need it.” Mary’s smile faded.

“I’d be fine, regardless.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Dean Parker has sat on the sidelines long enough,” she told me.

“What about fending off Frasier and his team?”

She rested her hands on my shoulders and gave them a squeeze. “That was you saving the world again. See what I mean? If I stopped you from sticking your neck out all the time, people would die. I’ve learned to let the universe take control. Who am I to hold a Recaster back?”

“That’s just Regnig’s theory. There’s no proof of anything,” I told her, leaning in for a kiss.

“Well, you’ve done a great job of recasting my path, so it’s partially true.” She moved away, sitting at the table. It was long enough to sit eight with ease, and I ran a hand over the wooden surface.

“I hope Mag and Nat are safe. Something feels off about this one,” I admitted.

“I agree. Do you think they’re keeping anything from us?”

I shrugged. “They’ve never asked us to watch their kids before. I mean, Magnus knows trouble follows me, so it must be dire if he wants them under my watchful eye.” I let out a gentle laugh.

“He also knows there’s no safer place than with you on Light, because you wouldn’t let anything happen to the kids.” Mary’s eyes glistened as she spoke, and I sat at the head of the table, gazing over the living room and kitchen.

“This is a little much, even for Sarlun.”

“I think it’s just right.”

The screen behind me beeped, and I turned, tapping the tablet embedded into the wall. Slate’s face appeared. “Hey, boss. We weren’t expected yet, but do you mind if the bridge crew comes aboard early for a peek?”

I saw Suma beside him and shook my head. “By all means. Light is your home too. Be welcome.”

“Is there any food here yet?” Sergo’s voice asked, and Slate turned, telling the Padlog to keep it down.

“See you on the bridge?” Slate asked.

“You bet. Be there in five.”

The screen went dark, and Mary made a tsk sound with her lips. “I was hoping for some time alone.”

“Gross. Can you two not do this while I’m around?” Jules said from the hall near her bedroom.

I winked at Mary and cleared my throat. “We only meant to go over some crew files,” I told her, but Jules clearly wasn’t buying my fib.

“Sure. Did I hear Uncle Zeke?” Her green eyes shone brightly.

“You bet. Want to see the bridge with us?” Mary asked, wrapping an arm over her daughter’s shoulders.

“Yes, Mom. Of course I do!” Jules and my wife hurried ahead, and I followed them into the hallway.

A short time later, we were at the far end of deck six, nothing but oversized double doors separating us from the bridge. I’d seen it in the early stages, when they’d asked me to captain her, but I expected there’d been a few tweaks since then.

“You first, Captain.” Mary stepped to the side, waving me forward. The others approached behind us, and I smiled at them. Everyone was here, all wearing street clothing.

Sergo was with Walo, and he was the first to us. “Captain, good to see you.”

“Sergo, I see Walo hasn’t learned her lesson yet,” I told him, grinning.

“Sir, I’m a changed man,” he said, and Walo shook her head.

“That’s what he says, but I don’t really believe him either,” she joked.

Rivo came over, wearing an expensive-looking suit, the sheen of the green cloth shifting as she moved. “I still can’t believe you’re joining us. What’ll happen to Alnod Industries without their leader?”

“Hopefully, they’ll keep making profits, so I have a home to return to,” she said. Her blue skin appeared slightly darker, her eyes full and healthy.

“You look good,” Mary told her.

“Thanks, you too. Nice haircut,” Rivo said.

Loweck and Slate, followed by Suma, were next, and we all said our greetings.

“This is us,” I told them. “I hope you’re not expecting some big uplifting speech, because I don’t have one.” I touched the keypad, and the doors opened, revealing the bridge. I took a deep inhale and stepped through for the first time as Captain Dean Parker.

Once I was inside, the others poured after me, excitedly moving to their future stations, and I slowly walked to the center of the bridge, taking in the sights. There was a circular bulge from the ceiling above me, with panels of soft lighting around it, stretching across the bridge.

The four main consoles were divided into pairs by a footpath toward the viewscreen, and I walked toward them, impressed by the intricate construction. The chair and console desk heights were customized to their main users but could be adjusted for the backup crew. Each console was covered in a dark screen, with lights surrounding it. I tapped one, and a menu appeared.

The viewscreen was what really drew my attention. Instead of one rectangular display like we were used to, Light had three, each slightly curved, creating a panoramic view of space in front of our starship. They extended from the floor to ceiling, making it feel like we were in space ourselves.

“What do you think?” Slate was beside me, hands on hips.

“I think this is just what we needed.”

“I agree.” Slate led me to the rear of the bridge, where three seats were in a row, giving the best view of the entire area. “This is yours.” He pointed to the center one and took a seat to its right.

“And this one?” Mary asked, arriving with Jules.

“That’s for our resident Gatekeeper,” Slate said with a smile.

“Have a seat, Mary,” I told her, and she did, moving around in the supple cream-colored leather.

I copied her, taking the captain’s chair. It felt good. Right. Slate was beside me, a big grin on his face.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing to the ceiling a few yards ahead.

Suma sauntered over, her snout bending further as she touched a computer screen at a console at the edge of the bridge. “This is where we feed our communications.” She hit something, and Sarlun appeared.

“Glad to see everyone on board,” he said, his image slightly pixelated, the colors partially off.

I stood, moving toward the projection. I ran a hand through it, seeing light cascading over my fingers. “This is interesting. What happened to the good old-fashioned image on the viewscreen?”

Suma answered for her father. “The Alliance has been building these inter-vessel communicators for the last year, and we’ve begun testing them. They’re a good way to remain in contact, even over far distances. Thank you for demonstrating, Father.”

Sarlun seemed about to reply, when his projection vanished, leaving the space empty again.

I yawned, the long day catching up with me. We were supposed to be heading to our vacation getaway for the night, but there was one more place I wanted to see. “I’ll leave you all to tour the ship as you’d like.”

Suma pressed something else, and the same female Shimmal AI I’d seen last year popped out of thin air. “How can I be of assistance?” she asked in perfect English.

“We’d like a tour, please,” Suma instructed it, and the AI nodded, walking through the doors.

“I guess we’re supposed to follow her,” Slate said, exiting first.

Soon it was just the three of us on the bridge. Jules was almost floating with excitement. “This is so fun, Papa. Can we…?”

“See the portal?” I finished for her.

“Do you always read my mind?” she asked.

“Only when you’re thinking the same thing as me.”

The portal was on deck two, and we moved there efficiently, the trip taking five minutes. We all knew this portal had been harnessed from a vacant planet. We’d sent a team of four Gatekeepers to explore, ensuring we wouldn’t be disrupting anything by removing it from the world.

The doors to the portal room were locked, and I used my override code to enter, the lights slowly illuminating as we stepped inside. Symbols glowed along the walls, and I recognized at least half of them now. I suspected Jules knew where almost all of them would bring you. She’d studied them for years.

The portal stone itself was gorgeous, shining a bright green. It was a cluster of crystals, jutting from a long and flat base under the clear table.

Jules walked over to it, her eyes burning hotly.

“Is something wrong?” Mary asked her, but Jules didn’t reply.

We were standing near the exit, out of the transport range, but my girl was near the table, her hand shaking as she touched the surface, bringing it to life.

“Honey, stop it.” I began to move for her, but it was too late.


Six

Jules couldn’t hear anything but the thumping of her heartbeat. The portal was speaking to her, drawing her in. It was much the same as it had been when the Nirzu valley people’s god had called her. She caressed the table, scrolling through the symbols: not of her own volition, but being powered and directed by some outside force.

When she saw the symbol, four circles butted together with an X through their center, she knew it was the right one. She thought she heard Papa, and she wanted to stop and tell him it was okay, but she pressed the icon, and the room was filled with white light.

She instantly placed a sphere of protection around herself and found she was in a body of water. The portal room was dark, and she used her abilities to create a torch of green light on her left hand. She held it up to her surroundings. The room was closed off, nothing but worn stone, the symbols on the wall wiped away from erosion from ages under water. Where was she?

The compulsion to enter the portal concerned her. She also wasn’t confident what the symbol for Light was, but she touched the stone and saw the picture in her mind. She felt better knowing she could return. Her parents were going to be so mad at her. Jules nearly left but stopped herself. There had to be a reason she was brought here.

She searched for an exit, floating through the water inside the cramped stone-walled room until she found that the opening was actually overhead. She swam through it in her energy bubble and pressed through some thick water vegetation, disrupting some brightly-colored sea creatures. There had to be a thousand of them shooting in all directions, their skin a phosphorescent yellow color.

The water appeared deep, with no surface in sight, and she focused, ensuring she’d be able to find the portal stone again. It still called to her, so she’d be able to return home when she figured out exactly where she’d traveled to.

Her dim torchlight showed a wall ahead, and she moved for it, seeing it was an underwater cliff face with openings every few yards. It was too perfect and symmetrical to be natural, each cut-out in the rock approximately two feet high by four feet wide. She stuck her left hand in, curious what was inside, and gasped from within her bubble when she saw the skeleton.

She checked another opening, noticing more bones. She scrambled away from the cliff, unable to count how many of the slots were in it. If each of them had a body…

She moved up now, heading for the surface, her heart racing from the sight of the skeletal remains. She hadn’t looked closely enough to see what their physiology had been, but from the quick glance, they appeared quite humanoid. Two legs, two arms… a skull.

Her instincts were to return to the portal and find her way home, but her curiosity at the planet trumped them. Finally, several unsettling minutes later, she breached the water, using her powers to float above it. The sky was foggy, a cool blue star casting an ominous reflection from the smooth-surfaced lake. It was clear this was no ocean, since she could spot land in three directions.

Jules cautiously hovered over the water, her sphere nearly skimming it as she made for the nearest land. From here the devastation was evident, even before she’d seen the half of it. There were craters in the ground, rubble where a city once stood. She set herself on the ground, keeping the bubble of energy around her. Jules wasn’t certain what the air was like and wasn’t about to test it, not with the skies so angry and no visible life near her.

The ground was sandy, and she crouched, touching it. Not sand, but perhaps crushed stone from the ancient city. A symbol was hazily etched onto a chunk of rock, and she recognized it as the portal icon. This place almost felt familiar, like she’d been here before, long ago, but she was only fifteen, and that made no sense.

It was like a distant déjà vu. The craters ran deep, and there were four of them, two stacked on two. Wait. This was meaningful. Jules shot up, moving high over the desolation, and she peered at the ground, seeing the craters and rubble forming the exact symbol for the portal. This was a sign. Someone had done this to show their power, but who? When?

Jules moved steadily, racing across the landscape. It was all dry, devoid of vegetation. There had been life under water, but here, on the dusty surface, there was nothing but rocks and dirty uneven land. She found another city eventually, this one in the middle of the continent. It had to have been huge once, but there was nothing left but the same pattern in the earth. Four circles, uprooted buildings forming the X over them.

She lowered again and walked among the holes in the ground. She found white chunks mixed with the rocks and she touched one, pulling a bone out. She dropped it and looked around, seeing more and more white pieces everywhere. These cities were massive graveyards. She wanted to cry for their loss, but she didn’t know them, and it had been ages ago. Her cheeks remained as dry as the sandy landscape.

There was a reason she’d been brought here, and she tried to decipher what it was. Floating high over the debris, she closed her eyes, concentrating. She felt the tug of the portal far to the west, but there was another tug from the opposite direction. It intensified as she flew toward it, until her teeth were clenched, her hand shaking.

She was over an ocean this time. Huge waves tumbled at the shoreline, creating giant whitecaps. There was something in the depths of the water, something drawing her to it. She thought about the Iskios, and how they’d tricked her parents into thinking they were the Theos, there as friends. Nothing about this felt welcoming. The force beneath the ocean was menacing, a threat, and perhaps a younger, more impatient Jules would have dove beneath, her curiosity stronger than her common sense.

Her mind made up, she turned, moving away from the spot that beckoned her.

Don’t leave. Free me.

The words flooded into her mind, not in English, but some raw archaic language she apparently understood.

When it was clear she wasn’t staying, the voice spoke louder. Do not leave me! You are mine to command! Free me!

Terror pushed Jules away, and she felt something dripping down her lip. She wiped at it with trembling fingers as she flew for the portal. A red liquid dotted her hand. Blood.

Jules hurried, passing over the second city, then the first, before diving into the lake, speeding toward the portal. Free me. The words scratched at her brain as she entered the room, the portal stone glowing brightly at her presence. She found the symbol for Light, a star with a streaking swipe over it, and she touched it, white light filling the waterlogged space.

____________

Jules appeared two hours after vanishing, and I leapt into the room, my pulse racing as I crouched at her side. She was bleeding from the nose and ears, and I cradled her in my arms, standing up.

“Jules, are you okay? Jules?” I was frantic, and Mary was there, clutching our daughter’s hand.

“Talk to us, sweetie,” Mary urged, but she was silent.

“Get a doctor!” I shouted, remembering the AI. “Computer!” She appeared, poised as ever. “Tell Sarlun we need medical assistance!”

“I have advised him. Is there anything else?” she asked.

“Which way to the medbay?” Mary asked. I thought I remembered it was on deck four, but we’d only seen it briefly and had toured a lot that day.

“Deck three, sector two. Would you like me to lead you there?” she asked.

“Yes,” I told her, and the AI began walking at a brisk pace. I followed closely, encouraging Jules to open her eyes. She was heavy in my arms, lifeless, but she was breathing.

By the time we arrived, I was exhausted, my wife crying, and I hardly noticed anything as I set Jules on the first empty bed inside. Suma rushed into the room behind us, her voice high and worried. “What happened?”

“We went to the portal, and she just touched it and vanished. She returned two hours later, like this,” I said, checking her pulse. It was weak, but there.

It took about ten minutes before a Shimmali doctor entered the medbay, his snout twitching as he started checking over Jules. Before he had a chance to diagnose anything, her eyes sprang open, and she sat up, breathing heavily.

“Ju, what is it?” Mary asked, still holding her hand.

Jules’ mouth opened and closed. “I think I found something… something bad.”

“Tell us about it later. For now, you have to rest. Doctor, is there anything wrong with her?” I asked.

He spoke in Shimmali squawks and squeaks, but I understood his words. “Her bleeding is done, no permanent damage. She will be fine, but I suggest she doesn’t venture far from a bed for the next day.”

“Thank you. Would you stay close tonight, just in case?” Mary asked, and he nodded, saying he’d be happy to.

He administered a shot to Jules with a small hand-held device, and when he and Suma had left the medbay, I pulled a seat up beside my daughter’s bed. “Can you tell us about it?”

Jules licked her dry lips, and I passed her some water. She drank half the glass, and I took it from her. Her eyes were darker, her voice husky. “It asked me to free it.”

“What did? Where did you go?” Mary asked.

“It killed them all. Their cities were destroyed, bones everywhere. Bones in underwater graves. The symbol. Four circles. An X. It wants me to free it, but I didn’t listen. I think it’s evil,” she said, her eyelids drooping.

“Jules, why did you go?” I asked.

“I… no choice,” she said, her lids pressing firmly shut as her head tilted to the side. She was breathing deeply now, and I sat back, adrenaline filling my body.

“I’m really getting tired of this, Dean. We need to figure out what Jules is, so we can stop whatever’s going on inside her,” Mary said.

“I don’t know if that’s the answer,” I told her.

“Is that so? What do you think we should do? This isn’t normal, Dean. She’s not just a kid going through puberty here.” Mary’s voice had that hazardous, determined tone to it, and I didn’t want to be combative.

“You’re right. What if it isn’t the powers causing this? What if it’s from me?”

Mary’s eyes were hard. “It’s not your fault. What happened to her isn’t your fault, and you need to stop blaming yourself for it. She’s special, and whatever brought her through the portal… well, we’ll all figure it out together, okay? I’m wondering if we should postpone this mission.”

“No. We can’t. We told Brik he was going home, and we have another couple of stops along the way. We’re going to do this,” I told her, trying to speak quietly.

“Okay, but maybe Jules should…”

“She’s coming with us, Mary. Would you rather not have her in your sightlines?”

That was enough to sell it. “Fine.” Her frown vanished, and she sighed. “Our first day on board, and already we’re dealing with something serious. I don’t know why I’m even surprised anymore.”

“You wanted some more excitement in your life,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows.

“Not this much. I meant a few more vacations, maybe the odd surprise from my husband,” she said, smiling finally.

We sat in silence, watching Jules. I wore a brave face for Mary, but inside, I was more nervous than ever.

____________

“I heard you put on quite the show,” Dean said, plopping onto the couch beside Jules. Patty was singing an Inlorian song from the kitchen, ignoring them as she prepared a snack.

“I wouldn’t call it a show.” Jules fidgeted with her hands.

“You left through the portal and came back two hours later unconscious and bleeding from the ears… If that’s not a cry for help, I don’t know what is,” he told her.

“Jeez, JuJu, you’re always so dramatic. Can’t you leave the attention for someone else once in a while?” Patty asked, setting a plate of cheese and crackers on the coffee table.

“As if I meant to do it. Believe me, I wish I was a normal kid like you two,” she said, mostly telling the truth. There were things she loved about having these powers. She wanted to help people, and she’d already been able to do so much in her young life that she couldn’t have without the abilities. But there were days when she hated them with all of her being.

“Whatever. You have no idea how lame it is being normal. I couldn’t stay in the Gatekeepers’ Academy. I’m in regular school, learning about other alien cultures. It’s so boring, and there aren’t even any cute boys in my classes. They’re all full of webbed hands and ridged foreheads. Can’t a girl date someone with only two arms anymore?” Patty asked, blowing an errant hair from her face in exasperation.

Jules glanced at Dean, and they both broke out in laughter. It felt good, and she smiled as Dean slapped his knee.

“That’s fine. Laugh it up, you two,” Patty said. “You think it’s funny now. Wait until you’re on this ship for the next year and all you see are snouts and beaks, and tell me how the dating pool is.”

“All you think about is dating,” Dean said. “That’s why you’re in a regular school, and Jules and I are Gatekeepers.”

Patty rolled her eyes. It was a sticking point with Jules’ older friend, but they rarely discussed it. She’d just as soon play along and listen to Patty go on about some boy or another.

“When do we leave? Can we get this show on the road?” Patty asked, chewing on another piece of cheese.

“We’re leaving tomorrow,” Jules said.

“Did you hear we’re delivering the Lucat home first? He doesn’t recall how long he’s been away, but your dad guesses it might be as many as a thousand years.” Dean grabbed some food, carefully placing the cheese between two crackers before eating it.

“What are we doing with your friend?” Patty asked, her eyes squinting.

“What friend?” Dean asked.

Jules assumed she meant the boy with the ice-blue eyes. “We haven’t decided.”

“He’s cute. You think he’s single?” Patty asked, her voice full of mischievousness.

“I think he’s been trapped on the Collector’s ship for the last couple of thousand years, so I’d say, yes, he’s probably single,” Jules told her friend, trying not to show her annoyance. He was dangerous, like Jules herself.

“Fine. What do you guys want to do?” Patty asked, looking around Jules’ living room.

“Well, the crew is all having dinner together, but we could probably go swimming or something,” Dean said.

Jules thought about the water on the strange world she’d visited, and the voice screaming in her mind. Free me! “I’ll pass on the pool.”

“Maybe play a game?” Dean asked.

“Boring.” This from Patty.

Jules sat back on the couch, wishing she could go speak with Regnig, but her parents wouldn’t let her near the portal without their supervision. Maybe it was for the best.

They sat there, talking about what the mission was going to be like, Jules happy for a moment just to hang out with other kids and pretend to be normal.


Seven

Despite our rocky start aboard Light, after a few weeks, things returned to normal. We were prepared to embark on our first exploration trip, and everyone was excited to be off. I woke early in the morning, unable to find sleep again. I sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee long before Mary arose, and when she came into the kitchen, she wordlessly poured a cup and kissed me on the top of my head.

We showered, dressing in our matching uniforms before making our way to the bridge. This was it. Time to lead the crew as we located the missing Sterona people. We stepped onto the bridge to find the rest of our team already there, each in their gray uniforms. They had separate pants and a long-sleeved shirt instead of the classic jumpsuit, with black over the collarbone through the chest, and Light’s logo on the right shoulder.

Everyone looked united, and I walked onto the bridge feeling prepared and content with my new role. This was what I’d been born to do. I couldn’t have imagined that almost twenty years after the Event, I’d be heading an Alliance of Worlds exploration vessel, with a crew of my diverse and very alien friends.

“Good morning, crew. How are we doing today?” I asked Slate, my commander, and he smiled widely.

“Boss, we’re ready to go,” he told me.

“Everything set?” I asked, receiving a confident nod from Slate.

The last two weeks had been a hodgepodge of loading supplies and getting the entire crew on board, including the maintenance staff, the kitchen crew, and the other miscellaneous one hundred roles a ship this size needed to operate daily. It was by far more intricate than Horizon or any of the Keppe vessels.

I walked around the bridge, stopping at science officer Suma’s console before greeting our pilot Sergo, who had his backup and sensor specialist, Rivo Alnod. Loweck rounded out the front four consoles, and she sat proudly, her green hair braided, her orange skin bright and flushed.

“Dean, this is going to be fun,” Sergo said, his big bug eyes extra shiny today.

“I hope so, Sergo.”

I settled back in my chair, gripping the leather arms as I ordered the pilot to detach us from the dock and scaffolding. Sarlun’s projection appeared, and I almost jumped at the intrusion.

He stood tall, wearing a cloak and the white uniform of the Gatekeepers. “I only wanted to wish the illustrious crew of Light a safe journey. May you find your destinations where you expect and remain of good health.”

“Thank you, Sarlun. For all you and your people have done,” I told him, standing across from the projection.

He vanished, and once we were free from the bonds of the dock, Sergo began to move us from the planet of Shimmal and toward the distant moons.

“Where’s Jules?” I asked Mary, and she shrugged. We didn’t have to wait long to find our answer, because the bridge doors opened, revealing the two newest Gatekeepers stationed on Light. Jules stood proud, her uniform stark white, the Gatekeepers logo on the chest. Dean was beside her, and I couldn’t believe how much like his mother he was starting to look. It was a running joke that he bore no resemblance to Magnus, which was obviously for the best.

Jules and Dean came to stand behind me, where Walo was stationed.

“Rivo, bring the drive to full power,” I said, aware the crystals in the engineering room would be blasting light as she did so.

Our first stop was supposed to be returning the Lucat male to his homeworld, before heading to Dechar to drop off the Philod from the Collector’s ship. I was glad to be able to make the trips to help them out before we went the long distance to find the spot where Brik had been taken from his people.

We also had Fontem on our ship, which had been a surprise to me. I hadn’t spoken to him since the early days and was eager to spend time with the Terellion. He was eccentric but had been kind in the brief interactions I’d had with him.

Then the frozen kid that Jules claimed affinity to was with us, sealed on the lowest deck, under the protection of a coded keypad. We didn’t want anyone down there unless they were authorized, and not many of us had that permission.

“Set course for the Setio system,” I said, and Sergo gave me a thumbs-up. I was going to have to create some order on the bridge, but for now, I let him have the gesture.

“Course set for the Setio system. At full speed, we’ll be there in…” Sergo waited, obviously for dramatic effect, because I could see the time on the screen embedded in the left side of my chair. “Seventeen days and twelve hours.”

I cleared my throat, frowning slightly. “Thank you, Sergo.”

I glanced over at Mary and was happy to see her smiling as our brand-new starship fired up the drive at full power, sending us speeding toward our destination.

We stayed on the bridge for the next couple of hours, going over each system we’d be passing through and discussing what or who lived there. In three days, we’d be a half-day out from a potential Alliance trade partner, possibly even a member, and Mary had petitioned us prior to the mission to make a stop. We’d been on the fence, but in the end, it was my choice, and my wife could be very persuasive when it came to me.

After rehashing the benefits, the outcome came as expected. We were stopping in the Xeo system first.

“This is a good move, boss,” Slate told me as we leaned over the star map beside Walo, at the rear of the bridge. The lighting was good here, and each star on the 3D map glowed bright yellow, the systems each labeled clearly.

“Why’s that?” I asked. Mary had already left the bridge, going to check on the scheduling chief’s office. She’d done so much of that on Horizon, I’d asked her to ensure her processes were in place on my ship as well.

“Because the Tedaus are rumored to have the best crops out there,” he said.

“And that’s what we’re after?” I asked.

“There are numerous worlds with growing issues. Too much ice, too much alkalinity in the soil, too hard soil, the list goes on.” Suma had come to discuss, and I listened intently. “If the Tedaus’ basic grains can grow as well as they claim, we can help a lot of people, including many Alliance members.”

“Then it is a good thing we’re visiting,” I said. “What do we know of them?”

Slate’s fingers raced over the keypad, surprisingly quick for the tough guy. “This is all we have in the database.” It showed an image, but it wasn’t the clearest picture. There were two of them, standing straight, their limbs extremely thin, their heads round and pale. They wore yellow vests and brown pants, and I saw fields of what appeared to be wheat in the distance.

“They’ve been on our radar for some time but only recently found space travel. Or I should say, they were given some basic shuttles. That being said, they haven’t left their own system, but we think that’s more by choice than technology. They’ve sent out some messages that have reached us in Shimmal, because of our proximity, and that’s when we told them about the Alliance. They seemed very interested in us.” Suma’s finger touched the screen, pointing behind the figures to their crop.

“Are we making a deal with them on this trip?” I asked.

“We’ll defer to your wife on that one, boss,” Slate said.

He was right. She was still the head of the Alliance Board, even if she was acting head Gatekeeper on Light for this mission. “Good idea.”

I left them to finish their shifts on the bridge, and I decided to take a stroll and see if I could find Fontem. His residence was on deck ten, but I doubted he’d be in his room. He was a studious man, and if there was one place he’d be spending his time, it was in our library. Each room had its own computers, which were all linked to the Alliance network, but he was more like me in a few ways. He’d be reading an old text, and that was how I found him as I entered the dimly lit room.

I saw no one else inside the library. It wasn’t a huge space, but it did have a carefully curated selection of interplanetary texts, hand-chosen by Sarlun and Regnig. Fontem looked very human. He had dark brown hair covering his elf-like ears. His skin was darker than mine, a copper-tanned tone, and his arms were thin and a little too long for a human. He glanced up and smiled.

“Hello, Captain Parker,” he said, speaking English.

“Fontem, I knew I’d find you here.”

He pointed to a seat across from him, and I tugged the chair out, sitting.

I glazed over the stack of books offering theories on quantum physics, as well as a history of his home on Terell. “This must be very difficult for you.”

His gaze met mine. “Is that so?”

“Well, not exactly, but I’ve heard your tale from a reliable source. Maybe you’d care to share it with me?” I asked, truly curious about him.

“What would you like to find out?” he asked.

“All of it. I was told Terell wasn’t much of a planet for a young man with big dreams,” I said, relying on what Regnig had told me about the man all those years ago.

“That much is true,” he said, giving me another smile. No matter what his expression held, I saw a sadness in his eyes that was unmistakable.

“Was your father a tree feller?” I asked, wondering how accurate Regnig’s information had been.

He shook his head. “Close. I’m surprised you’d know any of this. I’m just a man, one that disappeared over two thousand years ago.”

“You were intriguing to many, including myself.”

“My father bought the logs, stripped them of bark, and sold to someone else to process them. He was the middleman of all middlemen. The monotony of his day-to-day was suffocating to a boy like me. I longed for much more, and when I finally escaped Terell, I did end up in the arms of a slave trader.” His stare grew distant, like he was reliving the moment he’d been caught. “They threw me in a cage, beat me within inches of my life. My future boss and friend, Yonil of the Motrill trader ship Caste, saw me inside the cage while he exchanged with the thugs, and when they wouldn’t sell me to him, he bartered for my life with something worth more than me.”

“What was it?”

“An ancient artifact he’d kept on his bridge for good luck. To this day, I can’t confirm what it was, but from what the others told me, it was very dear and precious to Yonil. You see, he took pity on me that day, and I owe him everything… though now, he’ll have been dead for over two millennia, and I have no way to ever thank him again.”

“I have a feeling he knew how much it meant to you,” I said.

“That’s true. I worked with him for a decade, at first stacking boxes and helping negotiate, then becoming a buyer of antiquities. I made him a lot of money in those years, because I learned to have a good sense of what was valuable, and what would fetch him a higher market value in a different system. I loitered in lounges on seedy space stations, spending good coin on rumors, and found out who needed what. It was a prosperous arrangement for us both, but it all changed when I met Farel.

“Up until that point, even at nearly twenty-eight years of age, I hadn’t known so much as a hint of love, but seeing Farel on Relox Station… that was like someone stabbed me in the heart with a blade. Once again, we had to barter for her life; this time, it was I who fronted the cost, because it was only fair. She was worth all the riches in the universe.

“Hair as soft as silk, skin as smooth as water. She was the epitome of beauty, Dean.” He turned his attention to the books, and his fingers fiddled with a textbook spine. “Did your research discuss the genetic flaw in some Terellions?”

“I heard you didn’t age… or don’t age, I suppose.”

“That’s correct. I didn’t know it at the time, not until we were around forty. She began to change, to show signs that she was growing older, but I remained the same youthful man. The physical differences never bothered me, but they did her. She grew ashamed as she aged, and when she was fifty, she asked to move to somewhere secluded, away from others.

“We’d amassed a small fortune by that time, me hitting it big on a few archeological digs. You’d be surprised at the treasures left behind on some worlds,” he said softly.

“But they didn’t matter as much as her,” I told him.

“You bet they didn’t. We bought a place on Bazarn Five. I hear the planet has changed a lot since I lived there,” he said, adding in a chuckle.

“I think everything has changed in two thousand years.”

“I would assume so.” He stopped talking, and I could tell thinking about his wife was still a fresh wound.

“How long was it after she passed that you were caught by the Collector?” I asked.

He tapped the table with a fingernail before answering. “At least a hundred years. I spent all that time trying to find a way to return to her. I knew there had to be something that would help, a time travel device that could make me change the past.”

“And?” I asked, not wanting to mention the one I had tucked away under my house on Earth.

“I found one. Yes, I did. It was life-changing. The cache was on a hunk of rock in the middle of nowhere. The only reason I even heard of it was because of an off-handed comment one of my sources from Nebultra made. He mentioned a rock with an emblem on it, a symbol.”

“What was the symbol?” I asked.

“For a long-lost race. The Zan’ra.”

I leaned forward, the name sending a shiver down my spine. “What was the symbol?” I repeated.

“Four circles, two stacked on two. An X through them.”

My heart raced. “X marks the spot.” I had so many questions, but I held my tongue, letting him finish his story. That symbol was the same one Jules had seen on the planet that called to her. Those words she used and had cried out in her sleep ever since the encounter two weeks ago. Free me! How were they connected to the time-travel device I’d used to send Lom of Pleva twenty years into the future?

“Do you know of this symbol?” It was his turn to lean closer to me. His eyes were wide, and I sensed his distress.

I nodded but didn’t expand.

“On this rock, a piece of an ancient planet, I presumed, I found a cave under the surface. In it were a few artifacts and the time-travel tool,” he said.

“What were the other artifacts?” I asked, my voice catching in my throat.

“Nothing I could discern. I think they were either broken or rubbish.”

“Where are they?” I asked.

“In my hidden collection,” he told me.

“I’ve been there. Regnig did a great job cataloging everything. What items were they?” I asked, and he laughed in response. “What’s so funny?”

“That wasn’t my real collection. That was the secondary one,” he said.

“You mean you have another hidden treasure chest somewhere?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

He nodded. “I do.”

“What’s in it?” I asked, licking my dry lips and wishing I had some water. The name Zan’ra echoed in my mind, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that was the name of the race Jules had coursing through her veins.

“Everything.”


Eight

The Tedaus homeworld was directly beneath them, and Jules sat in the shuttle close to her mother, who also wore full Gatekeeper gear. Dean was with them, his youthful eyes glimmering behind the helmet of his armored suit.

“Do you remember what I said?” her mom asked.

“Listen, speak if spoken to, and be kind and courteous. We’re representing the Gatekeepers, Light, and the Alliance of Worlds.” Jules listed off the things she’d memorized, and her mom seemed pleased.

“And, Dean, what do you do if they ask you why they should join the Alliance?”

“Refer them to you?” he asked after a brief hesitation.

“That’s right,” Mary said.

Jules watched closely as they lifted away from the giant starship, leaving the hangar. They were piloted by Rivo, and she silently flew them toward the planet, slowly dropping in orbit as they rotated the world, seeking their proper destination on the southern hemisphere.

She was excited to be on her first real negotiation and interaction with an unknown race as a Gatekeeper. She’d looked at herself in the mirror earlier that morning, seeing a young woman in the reflection. Most of the time, she thought of Jules Parker as a little girl, one that used to tug on her father’s shirt sleeves and say things like “I can help.” She smiled at the memory of the little innocent girl she’d been.

Jules wasn’t far off from her, even though she’d had to take on the burden of destroying another lifeform. She glanced at Dean, who was staring out the viewscreen.

“Mom, why is Papa acting so strange the last few days?” she asked her mom quietly.

The shuttle broke through the atmosphere, the ship rocking ever so slightly.

Her mom’s face gave it away instantly. “Nothing, dear. You know your father. He gets caught up in something, and becomes distracted.”

It was obvious she was keeping something from Jules, but this wasn’t the time to have it out. Not when they were about to meet the Tedaus on their own world, and not with Rivo and Dean in the shuttle with them.

“Okay,” was all she said, letting it slide for the time being.

“We’re going to reach their leader’s home in four minutes,” Rivo advised them from the pilot’s seat, and Mary sat still, her hands resting on her palm as she breathed deeply.

“Are you okay?” Jules asked her mom.

“Of course. This could be a great deal for the Alliance, and I really want it to be successful,” she told Jules.

“How come no one has met with them yet?” Dean asked. A good query.

“We asked to send someone before, but they weren’t ready. When I found out we were traveling in the vicinity, and I use that word loosely in regard to space travel, I requested another meeting, and they agreed,” Mary told them.

“Thank you for letting us accompany you,” Dean said. Jules smiled at how polite he was with her mother. He was a far cry from Patty in that department. Papa could hardly stand her whining and constant chatter, as he called it.

“You’re one of us now, Dean, and we’re lucky to have you two. Where do you eventually see yourself?” Mary asked while they made the last few hundred kilometers in the shuttle.

“I really haven’t considered that. I always thought I’d end up with my parents on Horizon, or maybe I could stay on Light, as long as you’ll have me.” He glanced at Jules, and her heart sped up slightly.

“Here we are.” Rivo turned to them as the shuttle’s landing gear descended, and they touched the ground.

The shuttle opened, and Jules noticed her mother grip the pulse pistol locked to her uniform, standing in front of them as she disembarked from the craft. Dean went next, and Rivo remained on the ship after being asked to wait for their return and to stay in communication with their starship above.

Jules wished she didn’t need the helmet, but they weren’t taking any risks. The landscape was a beautiful display of auburn and golden fields, and from the vantage point on top of a slight hill, it appeared as though the crops went on for miles in each direction. There was a structure here, a rustic home with an outbuilding, likely a barn of some kind. It reminded her of their house in the Midwest back on Earth, where Papa had been raised.

It was sunny, the system’s star a red giant. Everything had a slight burnt tinge to it, and Jules followed her mother, careful not to bump into her as she gawked around the area. The buildings were large, but she hardly noticed the beings until they were almost underfoot. She jumped away, startled, but her mother didn’t falter. They were only as tall as Jules’ waist, reed-thin and wearing the same outfits from the pixelated images they’d seen on Light.

“Welcome to our home, Alliance,” the lead Tedaus said, her voice smooth like water.

“You speak our language,” her mom said. “Thank you for learning.”

The Tedaus shook her head. “I had the modifications. We voted, and I was selected to bear the burden of communication.”

Burden. That was an interesting choice of words. Jules studied them. There were five in total, each roughly the same height, all of them skinny as a wheat stalk themselves. She guessed they’d sway in the breeze if there was one.

“We appreciate the effort. My name is Mary Parker, and I’m the head of the Alliance of Worlds board, as well as a Gatekeeper for the Alliance. This is Jules and Dean, and they’re recent graduates of our Gatekeepers’ Academy, here on their first diplomatic outing,” her mother said, her voice calm and friendly.

The Tedaus eyed them before speaking. Their heads were round, their hair golden like the crops. They had sizable eyes, blinking curiously, heads tilted as one stepped toward Jules. Their leader grabbed his arm, keeping him in their group.

“I am Awali. I speak for my people.” The others broke out in hushed tones, their words lapping like water on a beach. Jules assumed the communicator was female, if only because of the gentle curves on her cheeks, the difference in her stance. But she’d been taught never to make assumptions about this kind of thing in the Academy.

“We are pleased to meet you, Awali. Is there some place we can speak?” Mary asked.

Awali appraised them, her gaze lingering on each of them before returning to Jules’ mother. “We are speaking.”

“Do you have somewhere more comfortable? Somewhere we can talk terms, and…”

The Tedaus lifted a long skinny arm and pointed toward the fields. “There. We will go there.” She walked away from her group, the other four seeming totally fine with leaving her to be surrounded by three armed strangers in EVA suits.

Dean had remained silent, and so had Jules as per her mother’s instructions, and they kept their word as they trailed after the tiny alien. In a couple of minutes, they arrived at the edge of the fields, and Awali stopped, lifting a finger. The crops were taller than her, and Jules thought she felt something radiating from the Tedaus woman as she spun her hand in the air.

The crops bent, parting a path into the field. “How did you do that?” Mary asked quietly.

“What are you asking?” Awali asked, her eyes bright and wide.

“The crops moved for you.”

The woman nodded. “That is correct.” She entered the field, careful to avoid stepping on the plants. Mary followed, and Jules went next, moving as cautiously as she could. Dean staggered, bumping into Jules, and she spun to catch him.

“This is cool,” Jules whispered to him.

“You’re not kidding. A slight alien that can speak to plants. Suma would love this,” he said quietly.

They continued on, but only for a few minutes, moving slowly through the chest-high crops. Jules glanced toward the house and saw at least a hundred of the Tedaus gathered there now, forming a circle. She wondered what was happening but didn’t voice it, letting her mother take charge. Mary had loads of experience dealing with different cultures, far more than Jules did, even though she’d shared classes with various races at the Academy. This was different, more alien to Jules.

They stopped suddenly and pressed through the crops to arrive in a clearing. It was an oval in shape, reminding her of Papa’s old tales about crop circles. Even with everything they’d seen, he was still confident they’d been hoaxes. He’d once showed her a field near their farmhouse where a mysterious pattern had appeared when her father had been ten or eleven years old. He and his friends had spent a few nights out there afterwards, trying to spot a UFO.

Jules grinned to herself, thinking about her dad as a kid, Hugo’s age, trying to see an alien vessel. Times had changed, all right.

“Welcome to the Convocation,” Awali told them.

“This is where you meet?” Mary asked.

“Each farm has a Convocation within their fields, and this is mine. We gather inside during times of discussion,” Awali said.

Jules’ mother paused and reached a hand out to touch a stalk of the wheat-like crop. “You speak with the crops, don’t you?”

Awali’s eyes grew wider, but she nodded. “We do.”

“And they speak in return?”

“Inside the Convocation, yes.”

“And they moved for you out there, giving you passage, correct?” Mary asked.

“That is correct. We are one with the Penatrim.”

Jules guessed that was the name of their crop. Cool air softly blew inside her suit as the temperature increased. Dean shifted from foot to foot, as if expecting a monster to emerge at any given second.

“Are you willing to share your Penatrim with others? Perhaps barter with the seeds so that others may grow the crop on their planets?” Her mom spoke slowly but not condescendingly.

Awali shook her head. “We cannot do that. We are the only ones who may grow it.”

“Has anyone else tried to cultivate it?” Mary asked, and Jules felt the tension in the Convocation escalate. The crops began to shudder, shaking as if there was a gust of wind, but there wasn’t; the air was calm.

“None can grow it. But… we are willing to share it, nonetheless. We nurture it. Trade with the Alliance,” Awali said.

Her mother nodded slowly, her helmet glinting with the red star’s glow. “That is favorable. What do you seek from a trade partner?”

The crops shook again, and Awali’s voice trembled. “Protection.”

“Protection? From what?” Dean asked, breaking his silence.

“From the Sprites.”

____________

The guards let me pass into the portal room, and I stepped inside, anxious to see what Regnig had to say about things. That would have to wait for another day, though. I didn’t like leaving at a time like this, but after my discussion with Fontem, I had to make a quick stop on Earth.

With Mary and Jules on the Tedaus world, I was even less thrilled about leaving Light. The portal room glowed as I walked inside, my boots clacking against the hard, shiny floor. The tablet lit up as my fingers found the surface, and I scrolled, finding Earth’s symbol.

Fontem had been quite forthright with me, and I appreciated it. But it still felt like there was something he was holding back as he told me about the secondary cache he’d hidden away. It was far from any civilized worlds, and he’d even allowed me to check the Crystal Map to see if there was a portal planet near his treasure trove. There was nothing for over five light years, meaning that if we wanted to get there, we needed to fly. Even with the powerful engines on Light, it would take nearly a year to arrive.

I assumed he had another secret entrance to it, much like the lush planet we’d found Polvertan on. When I’d asked him, his lips had sealed as he shook his head, denying it. I figured if I gave him some time and acted as an ally, he’d come around and share the contents with me. I had a distinct feeling I was going to need his assistance in the coming years, especially with Lom returning.

I realized I was blankly staring at the portal table, and I activated it, sending myself awash with white light. I appeared in the room under the Giza pyramid and was quickly greeted by an armed guard. Things were tighter in the security department around Earth since Frasier had tried to destroy the planet, but the colonies were thriving, from everything I’d seen.

Part of me wished I could be more involved on Earth, but Paul and the other leaders were doing a great job, and I was happy to leave it to their capable minds. I greeted the guard, making small talk. Her name was Sally, and we’d met a few times before. I asked how her kids were, she asked after mine, and soon I was above ground, finding it was late in Egypt. The air was dry, the moon high and bright on the clear evening.

I was privileged enough to have my own transport shuttle parked near the portal here, and I walked to it, my gaze drifting to the floating structures the Bhlat had left behind. It had been some time since I’d spoken with the Empress, and I wondered how she was doing. A few of her people still lingered here on Earth, but for the most part, they’d evacuated, returning to their homeworld or one of the other countless colonies they’d accumulated in their violent expansion.

The shuttle opened as I pressed my code into the outer keypad, and I powered it up, feeling my nerves climb up my spine. I couldn’t pinpoint why my discussion with Fontem had me so on edge, but something about it had set off warning bells. I had to return to my house. I needed to see it.

I guided the shuttle into the sky and began my trip to our farmhouse in middle America.


Nine

“Sprites. Is that some kind of insect infection?” Mary asked Awali.

“No. Not a parasite, as such. They eat our crops, hunt our people,” Awali said, her fear evident across her face. Her slight mouth drooped, her button nose sniffled.

“Where? Are they nearby?” Dean asked, his hand lingering at the gun strapped to his suit.

“Not here. But close enough. They have destroyed a third of the Penatrim this growing season. We tried to stop them, but they’ve killed twenty of our people. We have no defense,” she told them.

So this was why the Tedaus people had agreed to meet with the Alliance. It was beginning to make sense. They needed protection, and the Alliance needed the crops. It seemed like a mutually beneficial relationship.

“We can help you with that,” Jules’ mother assured the waif of a woman. Jules wasn’t surprised the Tedaus needed their assistance. The race was tiny, and from what she’d seen so far, they were extremely lacking in the technology department, but they did speak to plants, and that in itself was an impressive trait. She wondered if Regnig had ever come upon these people. She wished the little bird man was there with them. He’d know what to ask.

Relief flooded Awali’s entire demeanor. “If you help us, we will give you the rest of this year’s crops and negotiate a fair trade for next year.”

Jules thought this was a little heavy. It spoke of desperation, and she was instantly on alert. Exactly how bad were these Sprites?

“That seems like too much, Awali. We’re not here to take advantage of you. The Alliance would like to welcome the Tedaus to join our council, to be partners with our growing collaboration of worlds. You would always have protection then, and we would only seek to trade what you’re able to offer without risking your own people’s health and well-being,” Mary said with grace.

Jules appreciated the candor her mother took with the woman, speaking to her like an equal. Some might have come in here, sending the fear and anxiety over the Sprites, and trapped the Tedaus, but that wasn’t what her mother or the Alliance was about. It was good to have someone to believe in.

“If you rid us of the Sprites, we will join your Alliance and match your terms with open arms,” Awali said slowly in perfect English.

“Very well. Show us where they are,” Mary said.

“Now?” Awali asked.

“No time like the present.”

Jules glanced to the red star, feeling like the color was an omen. It cast a crimson gloss over the golden fields, and she suddenly saw blood over the crops, gallons and gallons of it. She could almost smell the iron inside her suit. Her heart pumped so hard, her eardrums ached. Her eyes pressed closed, and she faltered, Dean there to catch her with a strong arm.

“Are you okay?” he asked quietly.

Jules blinked her eyes open; the beating subsided. “I’m fine.” She shrugged his hand off and saw her mother and the Tedaus communicator hadn’t noticed her slip-up. They were deep in discussion, and she hardly heard what they said as her gaze wandered to the outer edge of the crops. In the distance, a couple of miles down the hill, she saw the line of trees clinging to a rocky cliffside.

Dean leaned in, his helmet hitting hers. “You think these Sprites are located there?”

She nodded in reply.

“I don’t like it. They’re really scared of these things. They’ve killed twenty of the Tedaus already.”

Mary and Awali had started the return from the crops but continued their intense conversation. Jules followed them, staying far enough away to avoid being overheard. “It seems too easy.”

“What does?” Dean asked, plodding along behind her through the parted wheat-like stalks.

“Everything. Mom seems to think we can outwit these Sprites, but we know nothing about them. Maybe we should call for backup. Get Slate and Loweck, at least.” Jules wished her dad was there too, but he was the captain of the ship and had more important things to do.

They exited the crops, finding closer to two hundred of the locals gathered around. They separated like the wheat had, allowing them passage toward the barn-like building beyond.

Jules caught up to her mother and Awali, catching some of their conversation.

“We’d love to see your facility and processing, Awali,” her mom said.

They arrived at the barn, and the sheer size of it surprised Jules. When she’d first seen it, it looked big, but now that they’d made the ten-minute trek to it, the structure was at least three times larger than she’d estimated.

It was made of wood, and she touched the door frame as they entered it. If it was huge to her, the barn must have been gargantuan to the tiny Tedaus people. A few of them were inside working. Stacks of the harvested crops lined the walls, and a group of four coverall-wearing locals banded some together, using a narrow rope.

“Maybe we can trade a few machines to assist them,” Dean suggested, but Awali paused at the offer.

“We have done things a certain way for thousands of years, and we have no interest in changing our ways. We are… tenacious, but also want to maintain our customs. I do hope you can appreciate this,” Awali said.

Mary nodded, and they all stared at the immense operation going on in the facility. Over one hundred square bales were stacked along the right edge, and four Tedaus carried another before setting it down and beginning a new row.

They spent the next hour learning about the harvesting, how they spoke to the Penatrim as they trimmed it by hand with the sharp blades. It all seemed quite time-consuming, but Awali assured them each of the Tedaus tasked with work in the fields loved what they did, as the others on their planet enjoyed their own tasks. Some provided fresh water; others gathered fruits from the jungles of a distant continent. Their world felt archaic, but Jules appreciated their concepts of care and awareness, as well as the intention they carried with them.

The industry of the planet seemed solely focused on food and water, a constant effort to stay alive. It wasn’t so different from everyone else, or each animal Jules had ever seen, including Maggie, her cocker spaniel at home.

When they’d toured the entire barn operation, her mother stood at the exit, overlooking the valley of crops. “The Sprites, how long have they been a bother to you?”

“Always, but they have grown more brazen, unsatisfied with the offering we leave them,” Awali said.

“You give them food?” Jules asked.

“They need to live, as do we, so we provide food. Once each time the orb is full in the night sky.” Awali pointed to the pale shadow of a moon along the horizon.

“How much?” Mary asked.

“We give three bales.”

Jules glanced at the stacked Penatrim and judged that to be quite a bit of sustenance. She wondered what kind of beasts these Sprites were. Were they intelligent creatures? Did they process the crops, make flour from it, or were they a herd, happy to graze on grass?

“When did it change?” her mother asked, and Jules could see the way Mary was gently coaxing information from the woman.

“Last harvest. They came closer, and we hadn’t expected to be attacked. It had been years since one of our people had been killed by a Sprite, but five died that day. We’ve been more diligent, but have lost another fifteen since. They are dangerous. Thank you for helping us.” Awali’s stare was distant, settling on the rocky hillside where Jules had guessed their enemy hid.

“That’s where they live.” Mary pointed, saying the words as a statement, not a question.

“That’s where they live.”

“How many are there?” Dean asked.

“We don’t know. We’ve never ventured into the trees,” Awali said.

This was a surprise. “Never ventured into the trees?” Jules asked, using the mirror technique for negotiating.

“It is unsafe. They are much stronger than us, dangerous. We have blades, but we do not wish to harm anything. We struggle to kill our own crops.” Awali’s eyes were as big as saucers.

Kill their crops? Jules thought that was a strange way to look at things but dismissed it. She’d seen the way the field separated at Awali’s instruction, and it was clear there was more going on here than a normal farmer and their pastures.

“It sounds like the Sprites are fearsome creatures,” Mary said, labeling the woman’s fears.

“They are fearsome indeed.”

“Can you tell me what they look like?” Mary asked.

“I’ll show you.” Awali led them from the barn and toward the house. It was also made of solid wood and appeared to be the home of many Tedaus. There were a few lingering on the front porch, and Jules glanced up, seeing the building was three stories, with countless windows. Some of the locals peered down at them from the rooms above. From her estimation, it was more of a local tavern and inn than a home.

It smelled of burning wood as they entered the house, the three humans having to duck as they stepped through the short doorway. The ceilings opened up just enough so Dean didn’t hit his helmet on the beams inside.

They were in a kitchen, and two Tedaus were at a rustic stove, water boiling in a black pot.

“You’re going to show us the Sprites?” Mary asked, and the locals all froze, speaking at once. Awali said something in return, and they seemed to calm.

“Come.” She waved them into a sparsely-furnished room right off the kitchen. Everything was fashioned from the same dark wood, but done beautifully. Papa would appreciate the craftsmanship. She opened a drawer in a desk along the wall and pulled out a leatherbound book.

Awali opened it, thumbing through the thick pages quickly, stopping near the middle. She held it out, and Jules gasped. The drawing was hideous, the Sprites nothing like what her imagination had allowed. She’d pictured a slight creature, perhaps one with small fairy-dusted wings and a mischievous smile.

These were anything but cute. The image was done in some kind of charcoal, the lines rubbed slightly, but there was no mistaking the danger of the creature. They were hulking, arms too long, legs too thick, the heads tiny on broad shoulders.

“Is this picture accurate?” Mary asked.

Awali’s hand shook as she held the book, and she nodded. “It is a proper depiction.”

Jules gulped. “And there are how many?”

“Enough to terrorize us.”

“Let’s go see what we’re up against,” her mother said with resolve in her eyes.

____________

The trip didn’t take long, and as I headed west, the sun began to shine, almost making me feel like I was traveling in time. It was ironic, since I was returning home to check on my time-travel device. I wore my uniform, and I tugged on the collar, which was a little tight, as I lowered over the United States. I considered stopping at the New York colony but elected to keep moving. This was too pressing on my mental state, and I didn’t quite know why.

Another twenty minutes later, I was lowering to Ohio, finding my farmhouse as we’d left it. It had been a few months since we’d been here, and I was glad to see nothing out of the ordinary. The neighbors came and checked on things for me, and it was mid-winter. It was difficult to keep up with all the seasons on our different worlds, and I never remembered what time of year it was anywhere these days. Snow covered my land, but the driveway connecting it to the road was plowed.

Kelsie and her husband George did a wonderful job taking care of the property as well as our horses; we’d have to give them something extra special next time I went over there. I landed on the driveway instead of the pad, which had a good two feet of snow on it.

I didn’t have a jacket, so I hugged myself, running toward the house. I’d intended to go straight to the cellar around back but decided to find my coat first. After disarming the alarm system, I flicked the lights on and stopped in my tracks.

Someone had been inside my house.

I felt to my hip for a pulse pistol that wasn’t there. I slinked to the kitchen, grabbing a knife, and I quietly stalked through my home. The living room was devoid of people, but a few items were upended. I found more papers and drawers open in my office, and the bedrooms had been sorted through: not ransacked, but carefully searched. Someone had broken in, but hadn’t trashed the place. My heart raced as I moved through the rest of the home, seeing no one inside.

“Damn it,” I muttered. I had security on the home, but they’d bypassed it. Had the alarm been on just now? I tried to remember if it chimed as I’d entered, and couldn’t recall. I strapped a pulse pistol to me from inside a locked box under the bed and patted it, feeling slightly safer.

What had they been searching for? I tried to tell myself that it was random, but I didn’t think that was the case. After I was confident there was no lingering burglar on my premises, I threw on a wool jacket and walked to the exterior of the house. Snow fell from the late afternoon sky, obscuring the sunlight, and I used a key to open the wooden cellar doors. The padlock was closed, and that was a good sign. The system here would only allow me or Jules into the cellar, using our biometrics. If anyone else attempted to walk through the barrier, it would prevent them.

My confidence grew as I thought about this, until I saw a drop of blood on the step. I bent down, touching it. The blot was dark red, a muddy brown, even, and it was dried. There was more another foot ahead, and then another blotch near the doorway of the portal from Fontem’s collection. Someone had been inside, and if it hadn’t been Jules or me, who was it?

I took a deep breath and stepped through the portal, landing on the ship where I’d sent Lom twenty years into the future.


Ten

They walked the distance, rather than warning the Sprites of their arrival. It was over three miles, and by the time they neared the edge of the fields, Jules noticed her mother’s pace had slowed. She held a pulse pistol in her hand, and so did Jules, Dean opting for his favored rifle over the smaller weapon.

They were alone, and Jules couldn’t shake the feeling that they should have called for assistance. “Observe, record, report,” her mom had said, and Jules agreed. It was the Gatekeepers’ way. Only they knew there was a deadly enemy here, and Jules wanted to display caution.

Dean glanced at her from behind the tinted glass of his helmet’s mask, and she caught a smirk. He was nervous. He always tried to look tougher when he was scared, and she didn’t blame him. She always struggled to appear calmer than she felt at times like this.

Her mother lifted a hand, stopping them at the edge of the field. She spoke, her voice a whisper. “Awali said they come at night. We have two hours until the sun sets, so we have a chance to explore their home.”

“Is that a good idea?” Dean asked, shifting the gun in his grip.

“Yes.” Mary opened her pack and pulled out two insect-sized drones, sending them into the skies. They moved silently into the trees, and she crouched, hiding inside the crop, Jules following suit. Dean noisily lowered to his knees beside her. “We can watch the feeds from here, see where they live.”

The tablet showed images of the trees, the rocky hills, and eventually what looked to be an entrance into the caverns.

“Are we going to fight them?” Dean asked.

“We might have to. Only if necessary. Perhaps they’ll negotiate, like they once did. If they used to be content to take only three bushels every moon cycle, maybe they’ll be open to bargaining. We have to assume they’re intelligent creatures, and if they’ve grown greedier, there has to be a good reason. They may have expanded in population,” her mom said.

The sky above them darkened, and Jules frowned at that. There hadn’t been a cloud in the sky. She peered up, wondering why the shadow. A hand reached for her, all knuckles and tendons. It gripped her head, lifting her from her hiding spot in the fields, and before she had a chance to react, it was galloping with its prize, carrying her toward the caves.

Jules heard her mother shouting behind them as pulse blasts cut into the ground around the Sprite’s fast-moving steps. The beast evaded the shots, and Jules clenched her jaw, her body aching from the pain of being jostled around like a rag doll.

She tried to get her bearings, but it was tough while she breathed in hard, quick intakes. Her hand was empty, and she craned her neck, seeing the pistol reflecting the sunlight from a good forty yards behind them. The Sprite moved with grace she hadn’t expected, and soon they were at the cavern’s gaping entry.

Other Sprites were inside, banging fists to their chests, grunting and snorting their pleasure at the prize. Jules began to summon her powers, letting the energy fill her veins, feeling it in her toes and fingertips, but she refrained from using them yet. She had a chance to record and report here, and she wasn’t going to squander the opportunity.

Gravity took over as the Sprite released her from its huge grip, and she clattered to the ground before scurrying away. She pressed her back into the cave wall and took stock of the situation. There were at least twenty of the Sprites inside, a handful of them giant, three or four times her height. They were close to the pictures Awali had shown them, but far more intimidating. Their heads were small ovals, eyes white with tiny pricks of black in the centers. They moved like wild animals, all stalking and swaying in the hips.

Then she saw their children, the little ones hiding behind their parents, pointing at Jules. They’d never seen something like her before, and her glowing eyes were drawing their attention. She peered past them, seeing a bale of the wheat spread out over the floor in the corner of the cavern.

“Jules, come in, Jules.” She heard her mother’s voice in her earpiece.

“I’m okay, Mom.” Jules thought there might be a chance to end this with a positive resolution, like her father would strive for. One of the adults crouched near her, knocking her hard in the helmet with a fist. It was testing the material, trying to wrap its small brain around what it was seeing.

“Jules, just get out of there.” Her mother’s voice was panicked.

“Mom, I’ll try to talk to them.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

She ignored her mother and stood, the nearest Sprite stepping toward her as she did so. Jules tried to make herself appear larger, inflating her chest and spreading her arms out. The energy filled her, and she lowered the shield, not wanting to startle them even more with a glowing sphere in the dim cave. “I’m Jules Parker. We’re here to discuss…”

The fist caught her in the side of the head, sending her sprawling. She thought the glass of her helmet might have been compromised, and her ears rang from the impact. The Sprites were cheering, grunting and hopping up and down, sending dust falling from the ceiling above.

She tried to jump to her feet, but another one struck out, hitting her in the ribs. She felt the attack, even through the armored suit. The Sprite looked at its hand, howling in pain at punching the hard material.

It came for her, and she slid away, rolling to her feet. It was time to escape.

“Jules, where are you… they’re outside the caves.” Jules heard them through her earpiece, their boisterous cries echoing.

“I’ll be right…”

The sound of gunfire erupted outside, and Jules filled with her powers, sending a protective sphere around herself. Her eyes glowed brightly, and she floated from the cave, her bubble preventing the Sprites from grabbing hold of her. She’d hoped for a positive outcome, but that wasn’t going to happen. Now she only wanted to evacuate with Dean and her mother alive. There were dozens of the monsters, surrounding the other two, and a few of the Sprites dropped as pulse beams struck them.

So much for observing and retreating. Jules lifted, ready to lower toward her mother right as one of them broke through the gun fire, hitting Dean in the helmet with a rock. Dean fell hard, his gun flying from his hand. Her mother struggled to help him, but the Sprites were on them, taking them both to the ground.

Jules screamed, fury burning inside her. These weren’t creatures you could reason with. They were devils, and like the evil monsters they were, they needed to be cleansed from existence.

Jules thrummed with rage, and she shot her hands forward, invisible tendrils shooting into the flesh of the naked Sprites. They melted under her insistence, flesh sizzling, bones crackling as the power oozed into them.

Jules cried out, tears falling over her cheeks as she tore through the bodies, sending pieces of the Sprites all over the rocky ground, searching for her mother and Dean. She didn’t stop until every last Sprite was gone, and only then did she settle to the ground, wading through the mess to find the two motionless bodies inside their armored EVAs.

The power drained from her, leaving her an empty husk as she knelt beside her mother, wiping the remains of a Sprite from Mary’s mask. Her mom stared back, her eyes wide, her mouth open in a silent scream.

____________

I had no idea what to expect inside, but I gripped my gun tightly, holding it up, ready to fire at any invaders. The room was quiet, empty.

I moved through the ship, checking the corners, but nothing was out of place. In the cargo hold, I shifted the stacked crates and found the box I kept my trinkets hidden inside. I sifted through them, finding my communicator and the compact Kalentrek where I’d left them. My pulse raced as I shifted the devices, missing the one I’d never wanted anyone to ever find.

The time-travel device was gone.

How was this possible? If only my DNA could gain access into here, how had someone passed through? I needed to return to my ship, because it had to have been Jules. But the blood. Why was there blood? I rushed from the cargo hold, through the fake room we’d used to trap Lom of Pleva on Udoon Station, and back into my cellar.

I climbed the steps carved out of the earth and pressed through the cellar doors, snow falling on my forehead. I went inside my house, grabbing the cleanest food storage I had and a knife. I returned to the cellar, prying a blood sample from the floor, and placed it in the container. I sealed it, and locked up behind me before setting my alarm and running to the shuttle.

I had to check the blood sample before I did anything.

The shuttle lifted from the ground, and I pushed the engines as fast as they’d go, returning toward the portals across the ocean.

____________

The entire area was a mess, and Jules slipped on what used to be a piece of a Sprite. “Mom, I…”

“Don’t apologize, Ju,” Dean said, pulling her into a hug. “You saved us. They were about to tear us limb from limb.”

“But… they were only animals. There were children…” Jules wanted to cry but found her ducts empty.

“He’s right. It was them or us,” Mary said.

“I could have saved you another way. Left without hurting them,” she said, unable to shake the memory of the fury that had burned so hotly in her chest at the thought of harm befalling Dean or her mother.

“They would have been more agitated than ever. The Tedaus would have paid for it,” Mary assured her. Even now, covered in the guts of their enemy, her mom was being kind and comforting her. Jules could only wish to grow up to be half the woman Mary Parker was.

“What do we do?” Jules asked, waving a hand over the mess. Some bird-like animals were hovering overhead, likely drawn by the thought of a meal, and she had to fight the urge to throw up.

“We leave here,” Dean said, helping steady Jules.

They moved to the outer edges of the forest, and Dean stayed at the rear, keeping watch for any more Sprites. There was no evidence to indicate retaliation, but Jules assumed there would be more, maybe at a different cave along the fields.

The three-mile journey to Awali’s home was arduous, and it was dark by the time they stepped out of the crops, their footsteps slow and difficult.

Her mother fell to her knees as they emerged, and Jules lowered to the grass beside her. She heard the Tedaus before she saw their slight forms wavering in the dark night. They were a bustle of noises, and she realized it was some sort of alarm, a shrill whistle coming from their thin lips. It was dark, the moon only a sliver in the expansive black sky.

Awali pressed through the throng of Tedaus surrounding them, and she smiled widely. “You have done it? You have saved us?”

Mary stood, and Jules wondered how this looked. They’d left five hours ago, fresh and clean, and had come back in the dark of night, covered in dried blood and guts.

“We don’t know if any remain, but they’ll likely not bother you for some time. I’ll inform the Alliance they’re to come and search the caves to ensure you will no longer be bothered,” Mary said grimly.

“Thank you, Gatekeepers. We owe you our lives.”

“No you don’t. Just hold up your end of the bargain. We welcome you into the Alliance of Worlds,” Mary said, and Jules sprang to her feet, feeling slightly renewed as the locals cheered their freedom from the oppressive Sprites.

____________

I found Doctor Nick aboard Horizon, and he seemed shocked to see me. I didn’t blame him. It was an off hour, and Nick had been in his suite, sleeping beside his wife Clare. He left her dreaming and motioned for me to follow him to his medical bay. His hair stuck up at odd angles, and he wore a robe rather than a lab coat.

“Dean, you look… a little crazy. What are you doing here?” He glanced at the food container in my hand.

I held it up. “For this. I need you to compare this blood with mine,” I told him.

His brow furrowed. “What… shouldn’t you know if it’s your blood?”

I followed him into his office, the lights turning on as we stepped inside. “You’d think so. It’s a strange request, but I have good reason.” I couldn’t tell him about the time-travel device, because I didn’t want to worry everyone about Lom. Only a select few were privy to what really happened that day, and it was for the best.

“I’ll have to take your blood,” he told me, and I rolled up my sleeve.

“Be my guest.”

A couple minutes later, he had both samples in a humming device in the wall, and after a few quick button taps, the machine started its analysis. “Dean, is there something you want to tell me?”

Nick was a good friend and had been there for me for a long time. He was the one who’d delivered Jules, so I decided a little transparency was necessary. “I have a room where I seal off a few… dangerous items I’ve collected over the years. No one but me can enter, but it looks like someone else has been inside.”

“What tipped you off?” Nick asked.

“Something’s missing.” I peered at the samples, wondering what the results would be. I had a good guess.

“Nothing too important, I hope.”

“I hope not too, but that all depends on who took it,” I said.

The device chimed, indicating its analysis was complete. “Dean, it looks like you took it.”

I slapped a hand to my thigh, trying to think how this could have happened. “I don’t understand.”

Nick leaned on a desk, half sitting as he rubbed his chin. “As you know, the Kraski performed extensive testing, resulting in the hybrids.”

I nodded, following along. “But the Kraski are as good as gone.”

“It only takes one.”

I considered this, but it didn’t feel right. “I mean, where are we with direct DNA matching? Can someone be duplicated?”

Nick grimaced. “It’s been done for years, Dean. I mean, we were cloning things on Earth before the Event; it was just highly regulated. Some races out here have been cloning food sources for years, growing meat from cells. There’s also a planet far from here, I think I heard Lord Crul mention it to Magnus once…”

“And?”

“Every single member of their society is the same person. Same DNA, exact clones. They’re an asexual being, identical in every aspect,” Nick said.

“How is that possible?” The concept sent shivers over my arms.

“They’re pioneers. I suspect there was one, and they created a clone, and it continued from there,” he replied.

“Then it’s possible that someone’s made another Dean Parker?” I asked.

He nodded. “There’s a chance. Judging by the sample you brought to me, I’d say it’s a good chance.”

“Great. Just what I needed. Okay, thank you, Nick. How’s Clare?” I asked, trying to distract the million questions from my mind.

“She’s really good.”

“And the kids?”

“Staying on New Spero with family while we’re on this mission,” he said. It was clear he missed them. They were still young, and if I knew Nick and Clare, they wanted nothing more than to be surrounded by their family.

“It’s hard leaving them behind, isn’t it? Hugo’s at the Academy now,” I told him. “Is this mission as dangerous as Magnus led me to believe?”

“I hope not.” Nick yawned, sticking his palm over his mouth.

“Thanks for the help. Sorry for bothering you so late.” I shook his hand, and he patted my back with his free hand.

“Anytime. It’s good to see you. Please ask if there’s anything I can do.”

“I will.” I left, wandering through the familiar corridors of Horizon, wondering what the other Dean was up to.


Eleven

“You did what?” I asked my daughter. She looked away sheepishly, and I uncrossed my arms, not wanting to come across as so overbearing. I lowered my voice. “I’m sorry. I’ve had an interesting day. You’re okay? Both of you?”

Mary nodded, and I noticed a bruise along her right cheek. Jules’ face was pale, and her hand rested on her stomach like she was going to be sick.

“We already told you,” Jules said softly.

“I thought this was a simple mission about crops. What happened?”

“Dean, you have to stop interrogating us. They needed our help, and we offered to do some recon and see what we could learn about their adversaries. We had no idea we’d encounter such a violent enclave of monsters!” Mary shouted the last, her hand shaking as she pointed at me. I deflated.

“I’m sorry, you two.” I hugged my wife, pulling her close, and Jules came over, holding her mother’s hand.

The computer chimed, advising me someone was at the door. I told it to let them in, and bootsteps came pounding down the hall. It could only be one person.

“Captain Parker, what were you thinking, leaving Light without telling your commander?” Slate asked, his face scrunched up in a deep frown.

“I wasn’t, Slate. Take a seat.” I indicated the empty plush chair across from the couch, and he stared at it for a moment before sitting.

“You shouldn’t have done that. I had to hear about it after scouring the ship for you. The portal guards were the ones to tell me,” he said.

I ran a hand through my hair and tried to smile at him. “I needed to check on something after speaking with Fontem.”

“And what could be so important that you’d rush away from your new post without saying so?” Slate asked, and I glanced at Mary, then to Jules, who were both intrigued by the question as well.

I’d been unsure what to divulge, but these were my family, and if anyone would understand, it was them. “Fontem told me he had another cache of treasures out there.”

Jules scooted to the edge of the couch, her expression shifting from upset to excited. The girl loved adventure, perhaps even more than I did. “He does? Where is it? Can we visit? What’s in there? Does he know what I am?” Her queries came fast and hard.

I squinted as I looked at her, almost seeing the tiny five-year-old girl in there somewhere, only she was fifteen now, trying to be an adult on most days. “He showed me, but it’s a long and perilous journey there. He made sure no one would find it.”

“Can we go? I mean, after we drop Brik off at home?” Jules asked.

“Honey, there are some factors to consider…” Mary started to say, but Slate cut her off.

“Boss, what does this have to do with you rushing off of Light?” He spoke slowly.

“Something about the conversation set off alarm bells, and I don’t know why. I needed to see the time-travel device. To make sure it was there,” I admitted.

“And?” Jules asked.

“And it appears like there’s a clone of me out there.” I watched their expressions go from interested to confused, and I continued. “The device was tucked away somewhere safe, but only Jules or I could access it. And unless Jules brought a sample of my blood, dripped it on the floor, took the time-travel device, and left, locking the door behind her, then that’s the only answer.”

The three of them remained silent, peering from one to the other. Mary spoke first. “Wait, it’s gone?”

I nodded.

“What about the other stuff?” Jules asked. She was aware the Kalentrek I’d found while on the Deltra space station was among the other tools. It was extremely dangerous.

“It’s all accounted for.”

“What does this mean?” Slate asked.

“It means someone’s cloned me, I guess. And they knew about the device.” I slunk back into the couch, exhausted.

“This has to do with Lom, doesn’t it?” Mary asked.

“Probably.”

“What can they do with that device? You sent someone into the future, but what happens when they head into the past? Can they change our present?” Jules’ voice was quiet.

“I don’t have an answer for that,” I conceded.

“But we know who does,” Jules said, standing up.

“We’ll talk to Fontem tomorrow. You’ve been through a lot today, and everyone needs some rest.” I rose, turning to Slate. “I’m sorry about running off like that. It won’t happen again, Commander.”

Slate grinned at this. “I’m glad you’re all okay. We’re moving for Oliarn Dian to drop off the Lucat. We’ll arrive in forty-seven hours.”

“Great. I’ll see you bright and early on the bridge, Slate.” The others said goodnight to our friend, and soon the three of us were left alone in our massive quarters.

“A clone, Dean?” Mary shook her head.

“We’re going to have to warn our friends at Haven, Earth, and New Spero to be on the lookout for a handsome man of advancing years,” I said, smirking and stroking my beard.

“This isn’t a joke, Papa. That device in the wrong hands could mean big trouble,” Jules said.

My smile vanished. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.

____________

Jules woke with a gasp. She wiped at her face, feeling as though she was covered by the flesh of the melting Sprites. Her blankets were smothering her, and she tossed them to the side, finding her sheets damp with sweat.

She told herself that she’d done what was necessary, that she wasn’t a monster, but it did little to appease her guilty conscience. She’d taken a lot of lives the day before, and the expression on her mother’s face would haunt her for years. It was fear: not of the Sprites, but of Jules.

It was time to wake up, but there was still an hour before most of the morning crew would be moving around the ship. Jules took a quick steam shower, not bothering to braid her hair today. She let it hang long over her shoulders, the curls untamed and wild as she felt. She left the Gatekeepers jumpsuit in her suite and wore a more traditional outfit: jeans and a sweatshirt.

She caught a reflection of herself in the darkened screen of a computer in the corridor as she strode through the ship, stopping to appraise it. She almost resembled a real teenager, a human with nothing but boys and homework to think about. Only she wasn’t like that; she was alien, her eyes glowing bright green in a constant reminder that she was different.

“What are you doing up?” her friend’s voice asked. Patty leaned against the wall casually.

“Me? I thought you hated waking up early,” Jules said.

“I do, but… there’s this guy I met, and I can only see him… between shifts,” Patty said.

Jules frowned at the comment. “Wait. You’re seeing someone on the ship? A crew member?”

Patty only grinned wider. “Maybe. I can’t tell you. I know Jules Parker, and she’ll run to her parents, who will tell my parents, and then I’ll be once again relegated to my bedroom with nothing to do.”

“But you’re only sixteen… the crew…”

“Jules, you’re such an old lady sometimes. Come on, let’s get some food. I’m starving,” Patty said, but the idea of eating at that moment set Jules’ stomach inside out.

“Sure.” Jules followed along. She’d told herself to spend more time with Patty this trip, mostly because she’d done her best to avoid the girl since she’d been kicked out of the Academy all those years ago. Jules did feel like an old lady compared to her friend, but she also had a hard time not giving in and telling Patty how she felt about her brother Dean – not that Patty wasn’t already aware of Jules’ feelings.

The mess hall was busy now; over fifty uniformed officers were inside, and Jules recognized a few. Sergo and Walo sat with Loweck, and Jules waved at them, passing by the table without stopping. As soon as the smell of syrup and pancakes hit her senses, her stomach unclenched and growled.

Patty was already layering food on a plate, and Jules laughed. “Where do you put it all?”

“It’s called the gym. There’s nothing else to do on this ship. You should join me sometime.” Patty glanced at Jules’ stomach, and she self-consciously placed a hand there. She wasn’t out of shape. Patty had a habit of making everyone around her feel a little worse about themselves, in a twisted effort to make herself feel better.

Jules only took one pancake as a result of the comment, and Patty’s eyes glimmered in success. Jules understood exactly what the girl was doing and turned from her. “You know what, I think I’ll eat with my peers today.” She grabbed three more pancakes, slathered them in butter, dropped a couple of eggs on top, and walked away, leaving Patty stammering something. She ignored it.

“Good morning!” Jules smiled widely at the bridge crew. “Do you mind if I join you?”

Loweck kicked a chair out from across the table and winked at her. “Our pleasure.”

Sergo chewed loudly on something that resembled the center of a yellow flower. Walo slapped his wrist and told him to eat quietly.

“How are you doing?” Loweck asked.

“Me?” Jules noticed that all of their gazes were on her. Word traveled fast on a spaceship.

“We heard about the Tedaus. What a bunch of jerks. Sending you in like that unprepared,” Sergo said, plucking at another petal.

“It wasn’t like that. They were scared. I don’t blame them. The Sprites were…”

“Sprites? They don’t sound so bad,” Sergo said.

Walo buzzed, her sleek wasp-like features darkening. “Would you just…”

“Sorry. Go on.” Sergo set his food down.

“They needed help, and we gave it to them. End of story,” Jules said, poking at her food. “Do you mind if we talk about something else?”

Loweck seemed to pick up on it, and she tapped the table. “We visit Oliarn Dian tomorrow. I met one of the Lucats at Udoon years ago. The environment wasn’t very favorable for him. They thrive with extreme heat during the day and severe cold at night.”

“Can we speak with him?” Jules asked.

“The one on board? Sure. We have their language in the translators. He’s a little odd, but I’ve already explained our delay to him, and he was very understanding,” Loweck said.

“Are you going with the team to the surface?” Jules asked the orange-skinned woman.

“I am. I should have been there with you last time,” Uncle Zeke’s wife said.

Jules shook her head. “You didn’t want to be, believe me.”

“I have to get to the bridge. Walo, you coming?” Sergo asked.

“Catch you later, Jules.” Walo buzzed as she smiled, before walking off beside Sergo.

“Are you really doing okay, Jules?” Loweck asked now that it was just the two of them.

She took another bite, letting the sugar flow through her. “I’m fine. How about you? Do you miss the Academy at all?” This transition couldn’t be easy on everyone. Slate and Loweck had been there for a few years.

“I do, but you know what?” Loweck’s eyes were bright as she leaned in.

“What?”

“There’s nothing I like more than an expedition like this. Stars all around us, the expanse of unknown space. We’re doing really important things here, helping those people from that damned Collector’s ship.” Loweck had been taken by the wraith, and it had only been a year since Jules had saved her while helping the Nirzu relocate to their new planet.

“Me too. But I miss school a little bit. My schedule was predictable and I saw my friends daily, and had conversations with my instructors,” Jules admitted.

“I was an instructor, and you’re talking to me. Now we’re friends. Maybe we can make breakfast a new tradition,” Loweck told her.

“That sounds great. Thanks.” Jules glanced to the doorway and realized most of the room’s inhabitants had filtered out. Shift change. As the last of them departed, a figure stood in the entrance. Her father was in uniform, his hair styled, his beard combed. He looked very serious.

“It seems you have some pressing business,” Loweck said. “I’d better be getting to the bridge too.”

Jules left her plate half full and walked with Loweck to Papa’s side. “Can you tell the commander I’ll be a little late? Jules and I have a meeting with someone.”

“Yes, sir.” Loweck walked off, leaving them alone.

“Fontem?” Jules asked, and Papa nodded.

____________

Fontem was in the library, where I’d asked to meet. It was empty, with the exception of us, and he was deep in concentration, poring over a computer screen, his fingers typing quickly as he added to his notes. He glanced up, his brown eyes meeting my gaze, before turning to watch my daughter.

“The great Jules Parker,” he said, nodding his head toward her.

“Hello, Fontem,” she said, smiling back at him.

“What a pleasure. I’ve been wanting to talk with you for a long time. Did you tell her about the Zan’ra you seemed so interested in last time we spoke?” he asked me, and I gave him a quick shake of my head.

“The Zan’ra?” Jules asked. “Does this have anything to do with O’ri? The one from Regnig’s Stor tales?”

“We’ll get to that, Fontem. Tell me everything you can about the time-travel device,” I told him, sitting across from him. I pressed aside a stack of books, and Jules took the chair beside me, resting her elbows on the table.

“It’s more commonly referred to as a Delineator, but that’s a lie,” Fontem said.

“Why’s it a lie?” Jules asked.

“Because it’s not commonly known at all. The Delineator is a rough translation into your language, but it was created by a wise being from the far reaches of the universe, millions of years ago,” Fontem said.

I mouthed the word millions and peered at Jules, who looked as perplexed as I did.

“That’s right. Millions. The universe is a vast place, and we are but a tiny fragment of it. What you have on record, what your Alliance understands, is the smallest of puzzle pieces that make up the greater picture. It has changed over time, and to some beings out there, a million years is but the snap of a finger on their continuous existence. You can see why they wouldn’t want to meet us. To them, we are insects, specks of dust gathering in their attics, if you can understand the comparison,” Fontem said. He had a way with words, and he spoke with care, his hands moving along with his lips.

“I get it. There are great and powerful beings out there who don’t give a rat’s ass about us. Does that sum it up?” I asked, and Jules frowned at me.

“Papa, let him talk,” she said, and I shrugged.

“Go on.”

“That’s correct, Dean. But occasionally, a race is caught in their stream, and that was the case for one system too close to these powerful borders to avoid contact. A young woman of the Golmi was abducted by one of their curious youths. She was returned a year or so later, with little memory of her time among them, but she somehow understood the universe far better than anyone had previously. She used this to create…” He pointed at Jules.

“The Delineator,” she finished for him.

“That’s right.”

“But how does it work?” I asked.

“It’s pretty straightforward. You can select a time to send yourself into, but bear in mind a few things,” Fontem said.

“What things?”

“Time is fickle. What do you know of other dimensions?” he asked.

“Very little. What anyone does. There are multiple planes of existence. I used something called a Relocator to send the Iskios Vortex through to another dimension years ago,” I told him.

His eyes went wide. “You’ve accessed another dimension, and…”

“It’s a long story for another time. Please continue.” I didn’t want to get sidetracked. I had a feeling I could sit and talk with Fontem for weeks without tiring of it.

“Yes. Time is fickle, and all that. Okay, right now, you’re capable of doing so many different things, everyone making choices. Each of those choices would result in a different timeline, correct?”

Jules and I nodded, trying to follow along.

“Then, from this very moment, there are branches of time spreading out from each of us, creating thousands, millions, eventually billions of potential futures. Because of this, sending yourself into the future might not result in the future you would have ended up in if you’d naturally progressed through time,” he said.

I considered this, trying to comprehend what he was alluding to. Apparently, Jules grasped it first.

“Are you saying that if someone were to send a person through, say, twenty years into the future, that said person might not ever make it back to our timeline as we know it?” Jules asked, not mentioning Lom, but not needing to.

Fontem nodded. “That’s correct.”

I felt as though I’d been slapped. All these years of worrying about Lom’s imminent return when Jules was twenty, and now what? “Are you certain?” I asked.

“As certain as I am that we’re speaking to one another this very moment.” Fontem set his hands on the table and smiled at me.

“I have to be honest with you. I used this Delineator to send someone away. A powerful man, Lom of Pleva, was after me. He was behind the hybrids the Kraski used to infiltrate our people on Earth for their takeover, and he’s had his fingers in most of the catastrophic events over the decades. I meant to send him far into the future, but in the heat of the moment, with my life at stake, I only managed to throw him twenty years down the line. Are you telling me I may never see him again?” I asked.

“The odds of him being in the same location, when the time comes, are next to infinitesimal.”

Jules stood, and I knocked my chair over lunging at her, pulling her into a hug. “All those years of concern he was going to return, all the sleepless night worrying about Jules and my family.” I kissed the top of her head, and she was crying, her tears dampening my uniform.

“Papa, we’re free from the future,” she said.

“Wait. I still need to know more. The device. Someone took it from my hiding spot,” I told him, and his eyes grew wide.

“You lost it?” His words were drawn out and quiet.

“I did. No one but me or my daughter should have been able to reach it, but we think they did it with a clone.”

“Everyone thinks it will save them, but it brings nothing but heartache. You’re better without it,” he said.

“Wait. What about moving back in time?”

“That’s where things get tricky.” Fontem tensed, his lips sealing.

“Explain,” I urged.

“With the future, it hasn’t happened yet, so our decisions will affect it. The past has occurred, and for any given present, the past is known. The line is straight. You can return to any time and find your way to the present once again.”

“But what of the changes they make? Do those affect our present?” Jules asked.

Fontem shook his head. “No. They would create a new timeline, one we would call another dimension. We’d never be aware, because we’d continue to live our lives here.”

My head was beginning to hurt thinking of it. “Are you telling me that if I went back in time, I could choose the place, do anything I wanted, and return to the timeline I originated from instead of the newly adjusted dimension?”

“That’s the only one you can return to,” he said. “As per the start of the conversation, time is capricious, and not even a device created by a powerful distant and ancient race’s protégé can affect us all. We each are living in our own timelines to an extent, so whatever you do in the past, Dean, or you, Jules, cannot undo what’s already been done by this present. Does that make sense?”

“Possibly.” I had a lot to consider but hadn’t pieced together how my clone came into play here. The good news was that I might never cross paths with Lom again, just like the Iskios Vortex was gone forever.

Jules was back in her seat, staring at Fontem. “Tell me of the Zan’ra.”

“I mentioned races unable to avoid the powerful ancient ones, right?” Fontem asked.

“That’s right.” Jules nodded.

“The Zan’ra were essentially touched by a god. Given powers they never should have had, and when the others found out what had been done, each of the Zan’ra were hunted down and destroyed.” Fontem clapped his hands together.

“No they weren’t,” Jules said.

“No. Four escaped without a trace. As these gods died off, forgotten in the grand universe, they hid, or so the tales go.” Fontem’s gaze settled on the stacks of books on the table.

“I think I’m one of them,” Jules told him, and he looked dubious.

“Is that so? How could you, born of Dean and Mary, be a Zan’ra?” he asked.

“Have you noticed my glowing eyes? I was the one who fixed the portals when the Theos inside failed. I used a portal stone with no table or symbols… I can… do this.” Jules sent a sphere around her, her chair flying halfway across the library in a clatter. She floated, her hair lifting behind her like she was under water.

I watched this with an odd sort of pride and fear, intertwined into one. Fontem was speechless for a brief moment.

“I knew it. Regnig mentioned something, and those eyes. The stories I’d heard in snatches about you were too wild to believe, but here you are. What else can you do?” he asked, and I saw Jules’ face slacken before turning to a frown.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Perhaps you’re right. Have you ever met another Zan’ra? I’ve read they were always linked to their own.”

“I don’t understand,” Jules said, extinguishing her energy sphere. She stood there, a normal girl once again.

I’d forgotten about the symbol we’d spoken of only a day ago. “Fontem, show her your drawing.”

“The drawing? Oh yes, the one from the cache on the hunk of rock… Where did I leave that?” He fumbled through stacks of papers, moving books to the side, and picked up a loose leaf, passing it to Jules.

“Four circles and an X through them. This is it! The one from that planet!” she exclaimed.

This was all too much for us to handle. We were supposed to be on Light, being a crew, completing missions for the Alliance, but we were being tugged in different directions. My family came first, and Jules was my priority.

Fontem clasped his hands together. “What planet?”

“I went there a while ago. Saw the icon in my mind and didn’t have a choice. That symbol was over their ancient destroyed cities. Four craters, buildings making the X shapes. It was under the ocean. It wants me to free it.” Jules still stood, and I rose from my seat, staring at the Terellion across from us.

“I think we’ve found our long-lost god that created the Zan’ra,” Fontem said.


Twelve

“Sir, we’re approaching Oliarn Dian. Slowing to in-system engines,” Sergo said. I blinked, clearing my focus as I set the tablet in the side pocket of my chair.

Slate stood, walking the bridge. “Bring the Lucat to the hangar, Walo.”

The Padlog woman buzzed her understanding, exiting the bridge quickly.

The system had ten planets: one inhabitable, if you could call it that. The world was small by our standards, and from the zoomed-in viewscreen image, it was primarily sandy dunes. A few bodies of water were splashed in long veins along the continents, giving brief separation.

The last day had been trying. My head still ached from talking with Fontem about the Delineator, as well as the possibility that Jules was a descendant of the god-touched race of Zan’ra. That meant the boy on our ship was too, and the voice demanding to be freed was from the very race of gods that had created her ancestors. I didn’t want to deal with ancient gods and magical beings, any more than I wanted to see Lom of Pleva return, but if Fontem was correct about that part of it, I could finally breathe easier.

I wondered about not-Dean-Parker, the figure that had come to me inside the portals with warnings from the future. He could have used the time-travel tool to visit the past, but how had he done it in the stones? Was it even the real me, or was it my clone, the one walking around with my face and invading my property?

“Captain?” Slate asked, nudging me with his foot.

“Sorry.” I stared at the planet. “See if we can make contact. I see no indications of space travel, no satellites in orbit, and no structures on their moons. We need to be cautious. If they’re limited in their technology, we can’t alert them of our existence. We’ll drop off the Lucat where he chooses and be off.”

“Good call, sir,” Slate said. He tapped his earpiece. “Sergo, we’re close enough. Walo.”

“Go ahead, Commander,” her voice said through the speakers beside my chair.

“Use the cloaked Kraski ship to bring him to the surface. Is Mary with you?” Slate asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Take him home, Walo. Report and return,” Slate said, ending the communication.

Rivo glanced back, her dark eyes shallow over her blue face. “I see no record of advanced technology below, sir. It seems they’re much the same as they were when the Lucat left home.”

“On screen.” I stood, standing beside Slate as the drones we’d sent into the atmosphere showed us the region where our guest was to be deposited. Sand blustered around, and I saw his people. The Lucat were lizard-like, and they walked on four legs, their bellies nearly dragging in the sand, leaving a long track in the dunes.

My gaze followed a pair of them as they entered a rocky outcropping, a sanctuary from the blowing dust. It didn’t look very hospitable to me, but at least we were doing our jobs. I was happy we could return so many of the Collector’s prizes home, and we only had to take Uce, the Philod, to Dechar before continuing on to deliver Brik to his people. They fascinated me, and I was looking forward to meeting Brik’s ancestors.

I had an idea and thought it would be a good excuse for an excursion. I’d accompany Brik to Sterona, using our portal, before we dropped him off. I glanced at Suma on the edge of the bridge, and then at Slate. We’d lived there for a few months while Mary was pregnant with Jules, and I guessed they’d all like a quick visit for a stroll down memory lane.

The drone footage kept playing, and Rivo zoomed again. “Sir, it appears the Kraski ship has landed.”

I saw the puff of dust, and the billowing sand hit something invisible to the eyes. Soon our Lucat guest appeared as he climbed down the ramp and onto the ground. The ship rose, and I was glad to see them do the task with minimal effort. Mary was on that ship, and I wanted her to come home safe.

We continued watching the Lucat as he strolled over the dune, heading for the rocks. Two of the creatures met him, and they all stopped, heads moving, tails waggling. Soon he followed them to shelter, and I wiped my hands in a finished gesture.

“When our people are secure, set course for Dechar,” I said, taking my captain’s seat.

“Yes, sir,” Sergo buzzed in excitement.

____________

Jules’ head was spinning from the last few days’ events. She’d learned so much from Fontem, but she would almost have preferred to stay ignorant of the Zan’ra. Ancient beings with godlike abilities… and one of them had called to her to free him. Could she really help? She knew nothing about them and needed more information if she was even going to consider it. He’d been there for thousands, maybe millions of years, so what was another year or so to decide?

“I thought I might find you here,” Dean said, coming to sit beside her at the booth.

Her dad had been given the choice of restaurants, and one of them had a classic American diner, much like the one where he used to go for weekly breakfast with his own father at home when he was young. The tables were laminated, white-topped with dark speckles. The booths were bright red vinyl, and Jules squished over, making room for Dean.

“You wanted to talk?” she asked, not looking up. She’d been avoiding him ever since the slaughter of the Sprites, scared to see the horror in his eyes again.

“Sure I did. We’re both Gatekeepers’ apprentices on the ship, and we’re supposed to train while we’re here. Keep our skills up,” he told her.

A serving robot rolled over, its voice monotone through a speaker in its mouth slot. “Can I take your order?”

Dean glanced at Jules’ plate, saw the half-eaten burger and fries, and ordered the same. “Extra pickles.”

Jules crinkled her nose at him. “You always ruin a good thing, don’t you?”

He laughed, the sound shattering the tension in her chest. “Are you doing okay?” There it was. The soft voice, the “worried older brother” routine she’d grown to despise. Didn’t he see how she looked at him? It didn’t matter. They would never happen, and she was accepting of that. She had to be.

“I’m great.” She finally met his gaze, staring hard at him with her eyes glowing bright. “I learned that I’m part of some ancient race called the Zan’ra, and that we were touched by some aliens who considered themselves gods, but were probably just accessing more than ten percent of their brains, and there’s this god thing underwater on a planet, where the cities are destroyed, forming the symbol for my race.” The words poured out in a tone that didn’t feel like herself.

Dean lifted his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. You win the teenager of the year award.”

“What does that mean?” she asked, suddenly furious he was even there.

“Look, Jules. You’re tough. I mean that. Stronger than anyone I’ve ever met. You’ve been like this little alien your whole life. Walking around at five years old, curly hair and glowing eyes, trying to help everyone in need. It was a little… intimidating. Don’t let your hormones, or whatever’s happening, stand in your mind’s way, because you’re better than that,” Dean said.

Jules almost stood but couldn’t in the back of the booth. “My hormones?” she shouted, and people at nearby tables turned to stare at them. She lowered her voice and said it again. “My hormones.”

“Or whatever. All I’m saying is, you don’t need to stress about all this. You’re Jules frickin’ Parker. You’re a damned hero. You saved the Academy. You rescued so many people from the Collector on Menocury L05. You’ve done so many powerful things, and I don’t want you to feel like” – he waved his hand toward her – “this any longer.”

Jules blinked a few times, her fury dissipating. “You really think so?” she asked.

He nodded, his food coming on a tray delivered by the rolling robot. “Thank you,” he told the metal man, and Jules liked him even more for it. Most people casually disregarded the servers on the ships, but Dean actually acknowledged it. That was what her father had always taught her to do.

“So you’re not scared of me?” she asked, breaking his stare.

“No way.”

“What about the Sprites?” she asked, glancing at his plate. It might not be the best time to talk about that incident, not while he was about to eat, but Dean didn’t seem to notice as he took a small bite.

“They were about to kill me! And your mom! Would I rather not see you melt a hundred monsters? Sure. But believe me, I’m glad you did.” He took another bite, nudging her with an elbow.

She grinned, happy he was so forthright. “Thanks. I was only trying to help.”

“You always are.” He held out the burger to her. “Take a bite.”

“Why? I have my own.”

“But not with extra pickles. It’s a game-changer, I’m telling you.” He was so endearing as he sat there that she had no choice but to accept the offer, and she bit into his food, realizing this was the first time she’d shared food with a boy. She was fifteen, and she’d never even had a date. Maybe one day, when she didn’t have so many things on her mind. But for now, she had to focus.

“And?” he asked expectantly.

“It’s…” The taste wasn’t bad, just different. “Tangy.”

He laughed again and set the burger down, opting for some fries.

“Have you talked to your parents?” Jules asked.

“Nah. They won’t even let me visit until they’re done with their mission.”

“Must be dangerous.” Jules hadn’t been told much about it, other than the brief comments from her parents.

“Guess so. Apparently, these Arnap people killed an entire world’s population before taking their planet. I mean, someone has to deal with them,” Dean said.

“They’re far away, and not in our Alliance territory. Do we really have a say in what happens out there?” Jules asked, wondering how far the Alliance of Worlds’ power should spread.

“Are you saying we shouldn’t investigate?” Dean asked.

“Not at all.” She wasn’t articulating herself properly, so she slowed down, changing tactics. “I just want them to be safe and to return home to you.”

He relaxed, eating more food. She took some of his fries instead of her cold ones, and he didn’t comment. “Either way, I’m glad to be stationed on Light with you guys. We have a couple of weeks before we reach Dechar. What do you say we do some hand-to-hand combat tomorrow? Maybe Slate and Loweck would join us for a class.”

Jules perked up at this. “I’m always up for a chance to beat you.”

“No… funny business, though,” he said, and his eyes grew wide at his words. “I meant with your powers, not…”

“Deal.”

“I spent a lot of time on Horizon and Fortune before that. The one thing you never expect is all the downtime between destinations. It can take months to arrive somewhere, and that feels like far longer when you’re trapped on a starship,” Dean said.

“At least we have the portal. I need to see Regnig this week too. Do you want to come with me?” Dean would bite on a chance to go to Haven for a little break.

“Count me in.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Want to go for a walk?”

Jules was having a great time, the best since graduating, and it was nice to hang out with a friend for a while. “Sounds good.” She didn’t want the night to end quite yet. They exited the restaurant, strolling down the bright corridors.

Rivo stood outside the diner, staring at a tablet, and she was shaking her head, cursing in Molariun. Jules had picked up a few of those words from the other kids at the Gatekeepers’ Academy.

“What’s wrong?” Dean asked Rivo. She was out of uniform, opting for the more common pantsuit she always wore while doing Alnod Industries business. It looked expensive.

“I knew I shouldn’t have left them in charge. I only wanted a little adventure in my life. My father warned me of the monotony of sales figures, logistics approvals, and sourcing manufacturing, but the sheer volume of files being sent to me still has me wanting to quit,” Rivo said, staring into the screen.

“Why don’t you sell?” Dean asked.

Rivo glanced up, her bright eyes squinting. She was so small, only up to Jules’ chin, and sometimes it was hard to forget she was the head of a massive corporation.

“Sell?” she asked. “How could I sell? Alnod Industries is my father’s legacy. I… could I sell?”

Dean shrugged. “It was only a suggestion. If there’s anyone that understands what it’s like to live under a father’s shadow, it’s us three.”

It was true. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Jules smiled at Rivo. “You don’t need to sell, but you should probably have the proper people in place to handle the business while you’re away. There’s no reason you should be seeing all those reports while you’re a crew member on Light.”

“You’re right, Jules. My father was so hands-on, it’s hard to step back from it once you’re in so deep. I do have people I trust working for me, ones that have everything riding on the success too. I need to let them take care of things. They’re probably irritated that I’m even bothering with any of this.” She laughed, keying a message into the tablet.

Jules glanced at Dean, and they slowly walked away, leaving Rivo to it. “Have a good night!” Jules called, but Rivo was busy with typing her directives.

“Don’t ever let me work for a corporation,” Dean told her.

“Technically, we are working for the Alliance, which is really a form of government, and because of that, there are a lot of similarities to a…” Jules stopped as Dean lifted a hand.

“Please, don’t tell me that. Aren’t we Gatekeepers? What does that have to do with…?” He smiled, shaking his head. “Forget it. Let’s go find a coffee.”

They continued walking, and Jules realized she hadn’t seen Patty in a couple of days. “Hey, where’s your sister been?”

“I’m not sure. I saw her at the suite this morning.”

“Did she have… anyone with her?” Jules asked, raising an eyebrow. They continued through the corridor, stopping at a circular hub in the ship. From here, they could choose from four directions to divert to.

“What do you mean?”

“She mentioned a boy. Maybe a boyfriend, but didn’t really get into details. There’s not many guys our age on the ship, so I thought you might know who it is.” The coffee bar was up to the right, and they ordered lattes, opting for the classic beverage from Earth. Her mother was obsessed with the things.

Dean was frowning. “She better not have a boyfriend. Dad will flip his lid if he hears about that. I’ll find out.”

Jules grabbed her cup. “If you barge in there asking too many questions, she’ll deny it. Let me see if I can persuade her.”

“And if you can’t?”

“That’s simple. Then we follow her.”


Thirteen

We were still a week out from Dechar, and I was obsessing over Fontem’s words. I wanted to think we were done with Lom of Pleva, but could it be so simple?

I remembered what the other version of myself had said the first time I’d encountered him inside the portal. “Do you believe in something bigger than you? Vaster than the Iskios and the Theos?” What had he been referring to? My daughter’s race? This Zan’ra? Or was it the other race, the one Fontem had explained?

That day had been ominous, the memory like a distant dream. He’d warned me about something eighteen years in the future. Five years from now. The last thing he’d said to me that day had been unsettling, to say the least. “Don’t make the same mistake I did. Don’t let them die.”

“Don’t let them die,” I whispered.

“Don’t let who die?” Slate asked.

“Sorry, I didn’t think anyone was listening,” I told him. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“Sure thing, boss,” he said, standing from his commander’s chair. The bridge was quiet, nothing exciting happening during our journey to Dechar. It was a relief. It seemed rare to have a mission without being distracted by a distress call, or some random asteroid belt you weren’t expecting wreaking havoc on the shields.

I led him to my office off the bridge, and once the doors were closed, I motioned for him to have a seat.

“This sounds serious,” Slate told me.

“First off, don’t be upset.”

Slate shifted in his chair uncomfortably. “That’s not a great way to start a conversation.”

“I only kept things from everyone because I thought it would be for the best,” I told him.

His gaze narrowed. “What did you keep from us?”

“Too much.” I sat, rubbing my forehead. I told him about my secret cache of devices, stowed away through a portal under my house.

“I figured you had something like that, so it’s not really a surprise, boss. What’s the big deal?” he asked.

“Only Jules and I had access. It seems like I broke into my own stash and took the time-travel device I used to toss Lom into the future.” I watched for a reaction, but Slate’s face was like stone.

“What does this mean?” he asked stoically.

I explained what Fontem had told me about time travel, and he stayed quiet, contemplative. “It’s you, not a clone,” he told me when I had finished.

“Me?”

“Yeah. You used the device to come back here to steal it from yourself,” he said.

I tried to wrap my head around this possibility. “Do you think?”

He shrugged. “It’s as good an answer as any. You were warning yourself all those years back, and maybe things were so bad that you needed to prevent you from using it for something foolhardy.”

“But that won’t affect his timeline. Not-Dean’s present would stay the same,” I said, unsure if I had that right.

“So what?”

“He still has to live with whatever I did, or he did.”

“Dean, this is your only life. It’s not set in stone, we know that much. You told me what Fontem said, and there are literally infinite possible tendrils of times out there, each in their own dimension. We can’t worry about the other ones, only our own.”

“You’re right.”

He grinned at me. “Any other brain teasers you need me to help you with?”

I filled him in on the other things we’d learned about Jules, and the boy we were carrying on the ship, frozen in the Collector’s case, and about Jules’ trip to that faraway world through the portal. This all seemed to pique his interest.

“We always assumed she was beyond the Iskios, but the fact that there are two of them is intriguing. And Fontem and Jules think this guy urging her to free him is one of these beings that helped create the Zan’ra?” he asked.

“That’s what we think,” I told him.

“What do we do?” Slate asked, puffing out his chest a little. He was always ready to back me up.

“We wait,” I told him.

“Sounds good to me, boss. What about the kid with the blue eyes? Do we try to talk to him?”

“I’m letting Jules make that decision. She seems content to leave him until she discovers more about the Zan’ra. Now that she has some more information, she’s going to speak with Regnig about it, see if he can dig anything up.” I rose, and Slate followed suit.

“We’ll deal with anything that faces us, Dean. You know we will. We always do.” Slate’s gaze met mine, and I nodded, trying not to think about the older version of myself shouting a warning so long ago in the portal.

Don’t make the same mistake I did. Don’t let them die.

“Thanks, Slate. You’re a great friend.” We returned to the bridge, settling into our seats, and I stared at the stars as they streamed through the panoramic viewscreen.

____________

Her parents had been skeptical of her using the portal again, but Jules had promised them she felt no compulsion to return to the world she’d visited on a whim, and Dean was with her, which helped ease their minds.

They used a transport to their school shortly after arriving on Haven. The Academy was as they’d left it, but now that she had graduated, the place felt slightly smaller, the statue out front not nearly as immense, the hallways a tiny bit narrower.

“I’m going to visit some friends from the year under. That cool with you?” Dean asked, waving to some kids she’d seen him hanging out with last year.

“Totally. I’ll be with Regnig. I need to check on Hugo first,” she told him.

Dean smiled at her. “See you here for dinner?”

“Perfect.” She watched him jog off, catching up to his friends, and she felt a sense of loss. She’d gotten along well with people here, like Extel Four, Kira, and Canni, but none of them had spent much time with her after hours. She didn’t suspect they’d ever really felt comfortable around her, even if they didn’t show it.

Instead of wallowing on it, letting her hormones rule her, like Dean would suggest, she checked the time, guessing her little brother would be in Weapons Training right now. She found the room quickly, recalling the day the Kold took control of the place, forcing her to react.

She glanced in, seeing the main room empty, the kids’ packs sitting on their desks inside. Jules entered, moving toward the range beyond, where the students would be learning about the different types of weapons the Gatekeepers used. They’d also learn about the hundreds of other guns, bombs, and devices every cataloged race preferred, so they always were aware of what they were facing in any given scenario.

Hugo was inside, nodding as the instructor explained something. The woman was tall, straight-backed, with her hair shaved to less than an inch. She was human, but Jules hadn’t met Loweck’s replacement yet. Her brother was so tiny compared to the rest of the kids, and he stood next to a Keppe girl who dwarfed him.

Jules didn’t interrupt, only waited, watching through the glass door until the bell rang, and the children began filing into the classroom again.

“Jules Parker?” one of the kids asked. She turned to see a young girl from Shimmal, her little snout wagging as her big eyes gawked at Jules.

“That’s me,” she said. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Solurm.” She beamed at Jules.

Hugo arrived, rushing to Jules’ side to hug her. “Jules! What are you doing here?”

“I came to see how you were, you little brat. Everything good?” I asked.

“Better than good. It’s great. I love the Academy.” Hugo’s voice was shrill, his excitement evident.

Jules was relieved. Her parents had been worried he was going to hate the structure and hard work, but it looked like he was thriving. They were going to be thrilled to hear it.

The instructor arrived, and Hugo introduced her. “This is Professor Hunt. She’s the best. Did you know she was on Uncle Magnus’ drop team for three years?”

Jules shook her head. “No, but I hear you had some intense missions on Horizon.”

The woman was younger than Jules would have guessed, and a scar ran horizontally across her face, all the way from her left cheek over the bridge of her nose, ending halfway over her right side. “It’s unpredictable what you’ll encounter on those starships.” She smiled, her eyes bright, but burning with something hidden deep within.

“That’s so true. It was really nice to meet you, Professor Hunt.” Hugo went to grab his pack, and Jules lowered her voice. “How’s he doing?”

“Very well. He has a lot of energy, but he’s very curious. I think he’ll be a good student,” Hunt told her.

“Good. Thanks again.” Jules followed her brother from the classroom, walking with him to his next stop.

“Are you here all day?” Hugo asked.

“I’ll be with Regnig, but Dean and I can have dinner with you later,” she told him.

“At Karo’s?” Hugo asked.

“Sure. If he won’t mind the extra mouths.”

“I’ll tell him to expect you. Jules, I have to get to Portals,” Hugo said, lugging his oversized backpack on his shoulders.

“Okay.” She rustled his hair, which he hated, and she watched him rush off, catching up to some other kids from his class.

She found Regnig below the school, past the kids lingering in the underground library, and inside his secret compartment. He’d given her the code to enter, and he didn’t seem surprised that she was there to see him.

Is everything all right? His thoughts pressed into her mind. He waddled over, his tiny cane clipping on the hard floor.

“I’m fine. I wanted to talk to you about the Zan’ra,” she said, and his beak opened slightly.

The Zan’ra. Right. There’s something else you need to see first. He waved her deeper inside his private library, and beyond, stopping at a tucked-away corner of the room. He peered at her with his large eye and used his claw to slide a heavy volume from the shelf. The entire wall creaked as a secreted doorway in the dark wooden bookshelves opened, revealing a dark space.

“Where are you taking me?” Jules asked, glancing around the room.

I haven’t shown anyone this place, not even your father.

“But you’ll show me?”

There are things out there no one should uncover, not even Dean Parker, but you… you are special, Jules. He moved his arm, and a soft amber light flickered on, casting shadows around the room. Inside was a single bookcase, filled with ancient-looking texts. The wall beside her held a star map, one on faded yellowed paper. It was framed with thick wooden edges, and hung evenly, covering most of the wall. She ran a finger over the encased map, searching for a name.

I’ve been enthralled with the Zan’ra for some time. I was remiss to not quickly assume you were descended from them. Their story isn’t clear, only told in tiny scraps from random sources. Someone went to great lengths to tear them from history, and there could be a strong case for that.

“Why? What do you know?” she asked.

I assume you’ve spoken with Fontem? He moved to the bookcase, pulling a slight volume from the lowest shelf. The door closed behind them, sealing them in. Suddenly it felt too tight in here, too confined.

“He’s the one who told me about them and their creators,” she said.

He’s close, though not entirely accurate. The Zan’ra already existed, but it was the Deities that twisted them, or so the story goes.

“What do you mean, twisted them?”

Have a seat. You’re going to want to hear this. He pulled out another book, thumbing through the pages until he grunted, and turned the book toward her. I’ve spent the last year trying to find a connection to you, and finally I did it. The image was a crude drawing, the creature humanoid but clearly not human. It was thin, with long arms and legs, and hair to its waist. It was drawn with black ink, but the eyes… they were protruding from the page. Jules touched them, feeling a sharp prick. They were bright purple.

They are crystals, tiny fragments of the stone you call the Shandra, or portal stones. There are four drawings in four books I’ve found, and they each have one different person showcased. I understand these to be the four Zan’ra the Deities modified: the ones that weren’t wiped out of existence.

Jules stared at the figure, unsure if it was a boy or a girl. “Are you assuming her eyes glowed this color?”

Regnig nodded. He reached for another book, found a marked location, and passed that volume to her. Another drawing outlining another figure: this one shorter, with thicker arms and legs, but the same petite jewels for eyes, only these were orange.

“And the other two?” she asked softly, her powers thrumming inside her. Free me! The words echoed in her head, and she pressed her eyelids closed.

Regnig set those books to the side, grabbed a third, and again, there was a sketch.

“It’s him.”

Regnig nodded. Yes, it would appear this is the boy on your ship. The eyes were blue stones, his hair drawn the same, the ears sharp like an elf from the fairy tales she’d read as a little girl.

“How can this be? How old is this?” Jules asked, flipping to the front for an indication.

Regnig’s beak opened and closed slowly. I’m unable to pinpoint it. My estimation is a hundred thousand years or so. It’s hard to tell after a certain age.

“That old?”

There’s one more. Regnig stared at her, and her hand trembled as he took one more volume, this one thinner than the others. Half of the pages were missing, the outside edge blackened, like someone had attempted to burn it, but had failed.

“Show me.” She didn’t feel like the instructions even came from her own voice, but the little bird man passed it over. The figure was there, as she’d expected. Shoulder-length curly hair, not too short, but tall and lean. Her shaking finger touched the eyes: bright green crystals.

“It’s me,” she whispered.

Regnig nodded.

____________

We were a few days away from dropping Uce the Philod off at her homeworld of Dechar, and I wanted to talk with her, learn more about her people. The Philod were clearly intelligent, and we’d managed to translate with basic concepts over the last year.

I walked to her tank, peering behind me at the one we’d kept the Lucat inside. It was still covered in sand, but the heating vents were no longer on, the lights off. Maggie was with me, and she ran down the corridor, tail wagging in earnest.

The tank was quite large, and Uce floated toward the glass as she saw me coming. Her primary eyes were on the top of her head: a useful design, since their main food source floated atop the oceans on Dechar. She had secondary senses along her sides, and I noticed slits with white behind them looking toward me. The communicator speaker was just outside the glass, and I pressed a button to activate it.

“Hello, Uce,” I said, the words echoing into the water as the sing-songy Philod language.

She sang in return, the translation coming out in a robotic female voice. “Hello, land walker Parker. Are we nearing the great expanse?”

“Yes. We’ll be there in six days,” I told her, causing her to spin in a circle underwater, her eight legs waving around under her in what I could only guess was exhilaration.

“That is welcome information, land walker Parker.”

“Uce, what can you tell me about your home?” I asked her. As a Gatekeeper, I was always curious to learn about other beings and cultures. Most races who lived above ground didn’t understand an ocean-dwelling creature, but after spending a little time with Aquleen while we’d searched for the Theos years ago, I had an added level of respect and understanding for living in an ocean.

“The great expanse is a wonderful place, with colorful vegetation, warm currents, and plenty to eat,” she advised me.

“How many Philod are there on your world?” I asked.

“World? You mean in the expanse? There are millions of us. We live in groups, spread over the breadth of our home.” She floated there, her legs twitching every now and then, the slits along the side of her head blinking as she talked.

“I’m sorry the Collector tore you from your home.”

“It is not your fault, land walker Parker. Would you like to see the expanse when we arrive?” she asked.

“I would very much like to see your home, but perhaps another time. Our mission is pressing,” I informed her, hoping this wasn’t going to offend her.

“I understand and hope you do visit one day.”

I stayed there, not anxious to return to my quarters quite yet. Mary was meeting with some dignitaries here from Haven about the Tedaus bargain, and Jules was with Hugo and Regnig today. Maggie was sleeping at my feet, and I bent down, petting the cocker.

I continued to ask about their customs, family structures, and food sources for another hour, Uce only too happy to discuss it with me.

Just as I was about to leave, my wrist communicator buzzed, and I tapped it, hearing Slate’s voice on the other end. “Captain, we have a problem.”

“What’s that?”

“The thing you said always happens on a simple journey,” he said.

I almost smiled. “Distress call.”

“Something like that,” he said. “Better come to the bridge, boss.”

I bid Uce a goodnight and nudged Maggie away. She trotted after me as I headed to the bridge to see what kind of interruption we were dealing with.


Fourteen

Jules plodded along the sidewalk, moving toward Karo and Ableen’s home at the outer edge of the school’s property. Regnig’s books on the Zan’ra were bugging her, but they couldn’t decipher the scattering of language inside them yet. One thing was clear: that drawing looked a lot like her. She had yet to understand their meaning, but the boy frozen in time on Light had been referenced. Maybe it was time to talk to him.

“Hold up, Ju!” Dean’s voice carried from behind, and she waited as he jogged over to her.

“Have a good day?” she asked him, and he nodded.

“Sure. Nice to see some old friends,” he told her. “How about you? Are you okay? You look a little pale.”

She forced a smile, not wanting to tell Dean about what she’d seen. “I’m fine. Hungry, though.”

The sidewalk ended, and they stopped at the rowhouses, Karo’s being on the far right. The suites were primarily reserved for the top professors, and Sarlun had his own beside Karo’s. It was empty ninety percent of the time, since he rarely visited these days.

The sun was setting behind the houses, and the lights turned on beside Karo’s front door. She stopped before they made it there, and stared at Dean. “You don’t think I’m... weird, do you?”

“You? Weird?” Dean smirked, but she could see his eyes squish up, like he was considering how to answer this.

Karo poked his head out of the door and smiled at them. “You two coming inside?”

“We’ll be right there,” Jules called, and the Theos man seemed to understand they were in the middle of something. He shut the door. “I’m serious, Dean.”

“Fine. Yeah, you’re a little weird, Ju. What do you want me to say?” he asked. “But that’s what everyone likes about you. You’re different. You can float, and fight like a demon, and you…”

“A demon?” she asked, the word sticking to her tongue. She thought about the pictures of the other four Zan’ra and cringed. She didn’t want to be thought of like that, not by Dean, of all people.

“I didn’t mean it like that… I meant that you really kick butt, that’s all.”

Jules stalked away, leaving him there. She should have known better. Her question was loaded, and a rational part of her brain told her that she wouldn’t have been happy with any answer he’d given her. Of course, that part was also buried under a fifteen-year-old’s insecurities.

She walked into the Theos’ home, Dean right behind her. He tried to take her arm, to whisper an apology, but she was already talking to Ableen.

“We’re so glad you came to visit,” Ableen said in English. It had taken her a while to acclimate to her new life, but she was playing the role of doting mother with finesse. Ableen had begun working for the Council of the Academy, and had brilliant fundraising skills. Jules couldn’t imagine having been taken by the Collector, only to awaken thousands of years later to everyone you ever loved being long dead.

“It’s great to see you, Ableen,” Jules said. Hugo ran over to her, giving her a hug, and Jules smelled pizza coming from the kitchen.

“Sorry. You know how Karo is. If we’re having guests, he always makes pizza. I blame your father,” Ableen said.

Dean was somewhere nearby, as Jules heard him talking with the quadruplets in the dining room. She followed her host to the table, and the kids glanced up, smiling at her. She tried to remember who was who, but they all had equally long hair, with the same delicate features, and for a moment, she struggled to differentiate the boys from the girls. Then she noticed the subtle differences: the stars on Noom’s shirt, the scar on Barl’s forehead, and she said hi, taking a seat between Parleen and Karo Jr.

“How have you been enjoying the Academy?” Jules asked. The Theos aged differently. Even though they were three years younger than Jules, they looked as old, or older, than her.

“Great,” Noom said. “We’re going to graduate after this year, and then it’s off to see the universe.”

“We’ll see about that,” Karo said from the kitchen. He arrived, carrying a pizza tray in each hand, sliding them onto stands centered on the table.

“Dad, you have to be kidding me,” Barl said, meeting Jules’ gaze. “We sent him to culinary classes and everything, and he’s still making pizza. Can you believe it?”

“I like it,” Karo Jr. said. He was the spitting image of his father, handsome and poised.

“Of course you do,” Parleen muttered.

“Enough bickering, kids. We have company,” Karo said, taking a seat at the head of the table. Ableen was at the opposite end, and Hugo sat beside her, already wolfing down a slice of pepperoni.

“How’s your father?” Karo asked Dean.

He shrugged and finished chewing before replying. “I think he’s stressed. This mission… it’s dangerous. They’re on a skeleton crew; everyone’s families have left Horizon.”

“You aren’t worried, are you?” Barl asked through his chewing.

Jules watched Dean and realized she’d failed to ask how he was feeling about Horizon being on this mission. He’d been uprooted from his family, stuck on Light. Not to mention his sister, Patty, was acting even more annoying than usual lately.

“I’m trying not to be, but…” Dean glanced up, scanning the stares of the table’s occupants. “It’s hard to let it go. I mean, this race sounds dangerous. If they killed an entire planet’s inhabitants, I doubt they’ll like some distant Alliance ship coming in and slapping their wrists.”

“Your parents will know what to do. Leslie is with them as well, correct?” Karo asked.

“That’s right. She’s Dad’s commander now.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about. His crew is experienced, and if there’s anyone that understands how to deal with other races wisely, it’s Magnus,” Karo said, and Dean nodded, grabbing another slice of pizza. Jules noted how he always left his crust uneaten.

“What about the Collector?” Ableen asked. “How are the survivors doing?”

This was a subject close to Ableen’s heart. She’d been there at the beginning, working with the freed beings, counseling some when needed. Coming out of freezing like that to a strange place full of distant aliens hadn’t been easy on many of them.

“We’re doing our best to return them home. The ones that choose to go back, that is.” Jules smiled at the Theos woman.

“Some don’t choose to go home?” she asked.

“Not everyone has a home to go to,” Dean said. “A lot can change in a few thousand years, or even a few hundred. But we’re almost at Dechar; then it’s on to bring Brik to his people.”

“Brik.” Karo’s eyes were wide. “Jules, your father has a fascination with Sterona and the people that fled the world, doesn’t he?”

“I guess so.” Jules had been born there, just after her father was tracked down by Kinca, the Kraski working with Lom of Pleva. Luckily for him, Magnus and the others had rescued them in the nick of time.

“He’s going to love finding their new planet.” Karo reached for another slice of pizza, and his wife cleared her throat, stopping him. Jules peered at Dean, who seemed amused by the silent interaction.

“Jules, did you know that the portals have been expanding?” Hugo asked.

She stared at her brother. “What are you talking about?”

“The portals… we learned in class today that two new portals appeared on the Crystal Map.” Hugo ate his food, chewing loudly.

“What?” Her heart sped, and she stood quickly. “How can this be?” She’d been the one to fix the portals, and she was the only person capable of accessing the strange round stones they’d found in the Nirzu’s valley.

Hugo shook his head. “They haven’t figured out why. The teacher seemed baffled by it too.”

“Thank you for dinner. I need to get to Light.” Jules tried to ignore the disappointment she saw in her little brother’s eyes.

“So soon? I thought we could play a game or something after dinner. You could see my room.” Hugo’s eyes grew bigger, tears threatening to form.

“Sorry, buddy. I’ll come again soon. There’s something I need to check on.”

“Jules, what’s the matter?”

Karo rose, coming to her side. He spoke softly. “There could have been something blocking these two portals from finding power over the last few years, since you fixed them.”

“That’s possible. But why did they open now? I have to see them,” she said.

“Thanks for having us,” Dean said.

“You don’t have to leave yet,” Jules told him, but the truth was, she wasn’t mad at him any longer, and she wanted him beside her as they returned to their ship.

“Yes, I do.”

The others walked them out, and she gave Hugo another hug, kissing him on the top of the head. “Sorry, kid. I’ll visit as soon as I can.”

“Take my transport, and ask the guards to return it tomorrow,” Karo told her.

They returned to the portal’s building on Haven in the shuttle, and as they entered the room, Jules stared at the glowing green crystal. Free me! She almost found that planet again but thought better of it, opting for Light’s symbol.

____________

“There’s no power at all?” I asked, staring at the ship through the zoomed-in image on the panoramic viewscreen.

“Nothing on the main scanners, but the telemetry probes we sent out reveal something still registering energy readouts on board,” Rivo said.

I stood behind her and glanced at Loweck. The woman was tense, and with good reason. She’d been shot down years ago and had crash-landed. This one didn’t appear damaged, and she was probably picturing herself on it, the rest of the crew dead when she’d somehow survived, saved by turning half her body into a robot using cybernetic technology.

“We’ll form a team, check it out.” The outside of the vessel was plain, only a string of symbols in some alien language the ship’s records didn’t recognize. We guessed it was a serial number, maybe a freighter carrying goods between worlds.

“I think you should stay on the bridge, Captain,” Slate said, opting for the title rather than Dean or boss. That was when I knew he was serious.

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I’ll have nothing to worry about with you and Loweck beside me, will I?”

Loweck rose, moving for the bridge’s exit. “He’s right, Slate. Come on, Commander. Let’s suit up.”

I didn’t love stumbling across a vessel like this when we were only a few days from dropping Uce off, but this was part of our mission. If we found someone in need of assistance, it was our job to offer it.

“Suma, you have command of the bridge until we’re back,” I told her, and Suma rose, moving for my seat. Mary was off this morning, using our boardroom to convene with the Alliance on some matter or another, leaving her chair empty.

“Yes, sir. We’ll be here if you need any support,” Suma said, and we exited the bridge, striding toward the hangar.

“Like old times, hey, boss?” Slate asked. I could tell from the glint in his eyes that he was enjoying this.

“I hope not. We always seem to get into trouble together. I’m hoping this one is a little more cut and dried,” I told him.

It wasn’t long before we were donning our armored suits, flying through the hangar’s barrier in the shuttle, toward the alien freighter. It was hard lines and sharp edges, not rounded or stylish in the least. The hull was dark gray, but the closer we progressed, the more something about the design tugged at my brain. It was almost like I’d seen this ship before, but maybe a different version, because this one didn’t feel quite right.

“Looks like it’s patched together,” Loweck said.

I sat up, glancing over Slate’s shoulders as he piloted us to the outer edge of the vessel. “What did you say?”

“Patched. Like the hull was welded with spare parts and painted afterwards,” she said.

“No…”

“What is it?” he asked.

“The pirates. This ship reminds me of that, only without the colorful hull,” I told Slate.

“Interesting.” He didn’t elaborate as he latched to the exterior of the vessel. We were at an airlock on the other side, and I waited while Loweck and Slate accessed the ship, the device breaking the code to enter in less than five minutes.

I followed them on, a pulse pistol in my hand. My suit had a camera on it, and I heard Suma’s voice in my ear. “Dean, Rivo wants to speak with you.”

“Put her through,” I said.

Her voice was small. “This is like what you found me on.”

I remembered too distinctly the feeling of finding the trembling Molariun in a cage, the demented robots keeping guard over her emaciated body. She still sang a sad and soulful song about her paramour that day, and I’d never forget the tune. As I walked into the craft, I almost thought I could hear the echoes of that song in the corridors.

“Clear,” Slate said, breaking me from my daydream.

“Rivo, you’re safe,” I whispered into my earpiece.

“Thanks to you,” she replied, and then she was gone, the communication ended.

Loweck and Slate each held pulse rifles, beams of light shooting forward as they scattered them around the hall. The inside was quiet, eerily silent. Usually a ship has some noises, the air recycler pumping oxygen through vents, or the gentle beeping of a processor relaying power through the corridors, but this… I could only hear my own breath.

“This way,” Slate said, following the trail of the telemetry probes’ discovery.

I glanced at the doorways as we walked by, half expecting a rolling robot to crawl through, firing at us. I closed my eyes, blinking away the memory of the pirate wearing someone’s skin over his metal face.

The halls were dark except for the light from their weapons, making it difficult to walk without tripping over something. The farther we went, the more clutter we found on the metal grate floor. This was one of their ships, I was certain. Lom of Pleva’s freighters were operated by robots. Pleva Corp was a real business, one that operated with a board and profit statements, like most corporations.

They made good business by distributing supplies, and not every one of their operations had robopirates running it. This appeared to be one of their clear ships, where day-to-day freight hauling took place.

“The power source is inside here.” Slate stopped at a large double-tall doorway and flipped open a keypad covering on the left side of the entrance. The numbers were dark, powerless.

Loweck pulled a palm-sized device from a pouch around her waist and activated it. A second later, she pressed it to the lower section of the keypad, and the lights blinked on. Slate grinned through his helmet’s mask as the device proceeded to move through every possible combination. Shortly after, the doors spread wide, and Slate stepped in front of me, gun at ready.

The room was full of the metal men, and I almost fired at the robots.

Slate whistled, walking inside. “Has to be a hundred of them.”

The robots were like the ones I remembered, only shiny and new. These weren’t scuffed and derelict like the insane pirate robots I’d first met. They were likely being delivered to a business partner when the ship was cut off from power somehow.

“I don’t want this near Light until we confirm there’s no danger. We need to learn why this Pleva Corp ship is here, and what caused the malfunction.” I walked toward them, seeing row after row of the metal bots. They were dark, heads unmoving, arms at their sides. Some had two legs, others wheeled feet, but none had any conscious activity.

“Why did we get a power reading in here?” Loweck asked.

“Good question.” I peered around, trying to see any lights or hear any humming of electrical components.

Slate held a scanner and strode through the room slowly, holding it up as he walked. “Nothing. Maybe it was only picking up something inside the robots, some fragment of a power source.”

“Could be.” The room was dark except for the beam from Loweck’s pulse rifle, which moved behind me as I headed for the exit. The ceilings were tall in the hold, and I noticed the shelves at the back of the storage room were empty. Everything seemed to be in order. “Let’s check the bridge for a clue as to what happened.”


Fifteen

Jules wanted to do this alone, but Dean refused to leave her side. They headed to engineering, and once again, Jules was astounded by how immense the engine room was. The crystals inside the tube glowed intensely, even at their resting position.

“Why are we stopped?” Jules asked a human worker as the lift settled to the lowest deck.

“We’re not positive. It appears as though we encountered a floating vessel out there, and the captain elected to investigate,” the woman said. She wandered off, tablet in hand, and Dean pointed to the back office. Suma had told Jules to use it any time she wanted to do private research, and she’d loaded the Crystal Map into the system so Jules could access it at any time without watchful eyes.

“Thanks for coming with me,” she told Dean. She’d been kidding herself about wanting to be alone. Everything was better with Dean.

“Any time,” he said, pressing the office door open.

Jules locked it behind them and moved to the long desk at the rear of the room. Suma had some tablets and books open on a table in the middle of the space, and she walked past them without snooping.

“How could more portals open?” Jules asked.

“I didn’t think it was possible,” Dean said, settling to the chair beside hers. It squeaked as he slid it closer.

“It shouldn’t be,” she said. “Not unless…” She pictured the others from the drawings in the books Regnig had shown her. If she’d been able to fix the portals, maybe one of them had played with them. If the boy with the blue eyes was still alive, maybe the other two were as well. Zan’ra. Was that what Jules really was? Was she even human? The drawing had been worn, but it was clear that it was Jules in the picture. Did that mean she was reborn to Papa and Mary? She had too many questions and didn’t think there was any way to find the answers.

“Unless what?” Dean asked.

She wanted to tell him about what Regnig discovered, but couldn’t. Not yet. “Unless there’s something I’m missing,” she said, trying to recover from her blunder.

Dean nodded, not pressing her on it. “Where are they?”

She activated the Crystal Map and compared it with the original, asking the program to identify any changes in it, removing all other data points. The map was gigantic, covering millions of light years. Two dots remained, and she leaned toward the wide screen rooted into the wall behind the desk.

“Those are them?”

“That’s the two new portal worlds,” Jules whispered. She zoomed in, recording the symbols. They were unfamiliar, but she hadn’t expected to recognize them.

“Jules, you have that look on your face.” Dean turned to her, and she forced a grin. “Tell me you’re not going to those planets.”

“I’m not going to those planets,” she said, unsure if that was a lie or not.

“You need to tell your parents about this,” he informed her.

“I will.”

“Okay, thank you.”

Jules reset the Map and powered down the computer. She was suddenly overcome with exhaustion, and she blinked tired eyelids as she stood.

“Let’s take you to your quarters,” Dean said, offering his arm.

____________

The day had come. We’d finally made it to Dechar, where we dropped off Uce the Philod. Mary and Suma escorted her, and returned a short time later, telling us how wonderful the reunion was. Her people sang to her through the water, and Uce had thanked them for everything before disappearing deep below the surface of the ocean.

I was happy to hear it, and now that we were done with the first three legs of our trip, we’d set course for the Ginda system, where Brik was confident the wormhole would remain.

“How can you be sure?” Mary asked the being.

Brik was fairly tall, and he sat awkwardly in the seat, with his thick tail jutting out to the side. He spoke with a bubbly voice, deep but friendly at the same time. He always seemed excited, and I enjoyed the positive energy he exuded. He ran long fingers over his bald head, staring directly at my wife.

“My people, the Ritair, first left Sterona because of the storms. The skies had turned dark, the lava oceans swelling as the eruptions steadily came. The air grew too harsh for us, the sulfur too strong. Our children were becoming sick, our elderly dying prematurely. We needed a solution, so we sent out probes.” Brik’s words translated through the speaker, and I nodded along.

We’d seen their ships: compact vessels, but difficult to fix. We’d tried everything in the six months we’d been stuck on Sterona, but everything was too far gone, too corroded, batteries long expired with no chance of resuscitation.

“How many did you send out?” Mary asked.

Suma was in the room with us, and she’d only listened so far with interest.

“I wasn’t born yet, but my father told me we sent fifty or so initially. We had no contact with the outside world, but we either met resistance or unfriendly foes along the way. Only two ships ever returned,” Brik said.

Two out of fifty. The universe was an inhospitable place, especially back then.

“One of them had found a potential home, but we would have to share it with another race, and their bargain gave my ancestors reason to think we’d be slaves to them. But that was an option, one that would allow our race to continue living,” Brik said.

“And the other?” I asked.

“The other was through a wormhole,” he told us.

Suma spoke for the first time. “And that’s where we’re heading now.”

He nodded in agreement.

“So you haven’t seen the other side, correct?” I asked. We already knew this, but hadn’t heard the entire story from start to finish.

“That’s correct. I was taken from my ship by the Collector before we passed through.” Brik hung his head, the happiness deflated from his chest.

“We have no idea what will be on the other side,” Suma said, her words more a warning than anything.

“The world was lush, fertile. The crew of the vessel returned with proof. Soil. Minerals. We packed up everything and left. It took twenty-five years to build the colony vessels to deliver millions of us to the other side. We left Sterona, the lightning storms treacherous, the lava ocean more poisonous than before,” Brik told us.

“How extensive was the journey?” I asked. We’d flown from Sterona to the Keppe world, and I tried to estimate the length of a trip like that from their home to our current position. In Light, I guessed it would be over a year. With Brik’s ancient technology, I assumed the journey would be a lot longer.

“Eight years,” he said. “I started the trek as a youth, around Lady Jules’ age.”

“That’s a long time to move millions of people over such a vast distance,” Mary told him.

Brik’s dark gaze went distant and he stared at the wall behind us, his eyes unfocused. “It was not an easy task. That’s what took us so long in the first place. Not only did we need vessels large enough to house all our people, but we needed food, ways to grow vegetation, recycle water. Everything you don’t consider until you plan such a long voyage.”

“What was the trip like?” Mary leaned toward Brik, and his gaze snapped into focus once again, and he smiled.

“I spent time with my family. My sister Viaren, and my parents… we lived in a room together, spoiled as children by having our own space back home. Eight years traveling in one room, three bunks between the four of us. I imagine now the journey was tough on my parents, not having alone time often. We did have school, but I finished on the way. Education wasn’t as much a priority by then among our people. We were less interested in teaching the old ways and were using the time to train others in things that would benefit the colony.

“I was taught robotics and engineering. Loved it too. I spent every waking hour for the last three years of the trek in the robotics lab, working with the other mechanics and engineers, creating drones and other bots that would assist the construction of a new city.” Brik paused for a drink of water.

“Robotics… would you be interested in checking on something with me later?” Suma asked.

His eyes lit up. “What do you have?”

“We picked up a straggler vessel – abandoned a few months ago, by the records. No life forms on it, just robots. Worker models, mostly, used by a corporation to load and unload; also, assembly lines. Factory robots, among other things,” Suma told him.

“What do you need me to do?” Brik asked.

“We can’t seem to activate them. I’ve tried, but either their energy sources are dead or I’m not doing it right.” It was clear Suma was frustrated with the Pleva robots. She never failed at anything, and it was driving her crazy.

“I’d be happy to help,” Brik said.

“I’m sorry you have to return like this.” I took a drink of my water, fiddling with my glass.

“Like what?” he asked.

“So many years later. Your family will be gone,” I said, not trying to remind him.

“I’m at peace with that. I suspect they lived long and fruitful lives. Perhaps their ancestors remain, and I can be reunited with my bloodline.” Brik beamed at the prospect.

“Good attitude. We have a month before we reach the Ginda system. I offered a visit to Sterona before we arrived, so how about we do that in a few days? Gives you time to assist Suma here, and then we’ll take a trip down memory lane.” I grinned toward him, anxious to participate in a tour of the place with one of the locals. He’d grown up there, not far from the shop we’d housed ourselves in, from what he’d told me.

“That sounds perfect,” Brik said, his tail waving beside him like an agitated cat’s.

“Dean, do you mind if we go to the ship in the hangar? I’d like to have Brik take a peek at the robots before I call it a day,” Suma said.

“Not a problem. Please, exercise extreme caution. Only activate one, and do so apart from the others. We don’t want any kind of altercation on our hands. We have no idea what their programming is.” I stood and paused by the door. Jules was waiting for Mary and me. She had something important to discuss, and I was glad she’d finally decided to talk about it. She’d been moping around for days now, keeping to herself.

“Consider it done, sir,” Suma said, giving me a smile. It was kind of strange being called sir and captain by my long-time friends, but they seemed to get a kick out of it, so I let it be.

We left them, chatting about the positronic mechanics of a robot’s central system, and when the door closed, Mary kissed me. “That’s in case we’re ever trapped in a room for eight years.”

I kissed her back, this time holding it for a few moments longer. “I’ll kick the kids out anytime you want.”

She laughed at this, and we started the walk to our quarters. We waved and said hello to most of the crew as we passed them, everyone familiar with us now. I recalled most of their names, and greeted as many by their titles as I could.

“What do you think Jules wants to discuss?” Mary asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

“She’s been off since her trip to Haven, but she wouldn’t talk to me about it yet. She just told me she needed some time to think things through.” Mary talked as we walked, and I stopped along the way to grab coffees. Even Jules was into the caffeinated beverages.

“Do you think we should condone coffee drinking at her age?” I asked.

“I was drinking the stuff,” Mary said.

“And your parents let you?”

“Sure.” Mary gave me a mischievous look. “I didn’t let them catch me for the first couple of years.”

“Do you think that’s what Jules has been doing?” I asked.

“That’s silly… she’s been pretty open about wanting coffee.”

“That’s not what I mean. I’m talking about keeping secrets from us. Remember when she was a kid, and she didn’t tell us she still had her powers?” I knew she did, making the question rhetorical.

“She apologized for that.”

“Doesn’t change the fact she concealed it.” I grabbed two coffees, thanking the robot barista, and Mary took the third.

“Dean, she was a little girl. Can you imagine what she’s had to endure in her short life? It’s incredible. By the time I was fifteen, I’d only had to deal with Becky Clinton picking on me, and scratching my dad’s truck while he taught me how to drive. She’s had immeasurable stress on her since she was born.” Mary led me through the corridors, and I was so lost in thought, I nearly missed our turn.

“That’s true. She’s always seemed so strong, it’s easy to forget she’s done all of this while being a kid,” I said truthfully. With Jules, her abilities and demeanor were so powerful that it wasn’t fair for me to assume nothing could hurt her.

“Remember that tonight,” Mary said quietly as we approached our suite’s door. Patty arrived behind us, heading to her room beside ours.

“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Parker,” she said, a glint of trouble in her face. I could read her expression a mile away. She was doing something she wasn’t supposed to.

“Patty,” I said, walking over to her side. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I’m heading in for the night,” she said quickly. Too quickly.

“Where you are coming from?” Mary asked from over my shoulder.

“I was in the library.”

“Where are your books?” I asked.

“Wait, are you suggesting I’m lying?” She puffed up, blowing air from her cheeks. “Jeez, if my parents aren’t bad enough, I didn’t think I’d have to explain myself to you two.”

“Patty, we’ve been asked to look after you, and you’re never around. You don’t come over for dinner, you’re always gone early in the morning. If there’s something you need to talk to us about, you can. Anything.” Mary’s voice was low, and Patty’s expression softened.

“Okay. I’m sorry. I miss my parents and being here is weird, and Dean and Jules are always hanging out, and I don’t have any friends here. I’ll be happy to go home again,” she said.

I wasn’t sure if I bought the act or not, but I told her I understood.

“I’ll try to be around more. Can I join you for dinner tomorrow?” she asked, her friendly tone returning. This girl could turn it on in an instant.

“That would be perfect,” Mary told her, and just like that, it was over. Crisis averted, and Patty left, entering her room, leaving the two of us in the hallway.

“Do you buy it?” Mary asked in my ear as I opened our door.

Maggie jumped on my legs, rubbing her head on my calf before rolling over. “Jules, did you take her out?” I shouted down the hall.

“A while ago!” Jules called, and I set the cups on the ground.

“Come on, Maggie. Let’s go for a little walk.” I didn’t bother with a leash. There was nowhere for her to escape to. “I’ll be right back.” Maggie ran toward the space she used as her glorified bathroom. We entered it, and I smiled at the effort that was put into the space. The grass was fake, the floor with grates to drain the water out. Inside was a fake fire hydrant, a park bench, and a walking trail around the room. A lap wasn’t huge, only two hundred yards or so, but Maggie enjoyed it just the same. She did her thing, and a drone arrived to clean up after her, rinsing the spot away in seconds.

We did a few laps, and I only stopped when Maggie told me she’d had enough. She drank from a water dish near the exit, and we returned to the suite. When I saw my daughter and wife speaking in hushed tones, I knew something was wrong.

“Papa, it’s time to wake him.”


Sixteen

“You want to talk to him now? Why the change of heart?” Papa asked Jules. Mom had already passed her a coffee, and she held it firmly, gripping the cup with two hands. The warmth was comforting, but she didn’t trust herself to take a sip, to show how nervous she truly was.

“Have a seat,” she told them, motioning to the couch across from her chair. A table sat between them, and she was glad for the barrier, like having a physical object would keep her parents from being angry for keeping anything from them. It was time to come clean with everything she knew.

Her dad looked concerned but took a drink of his coffee, choosing not to speak yet. She appreciated it.

“I think we’ve discovered what I am,” she told them.

“You’re our daughter, that’s who you are. Not what.” Her mom frowned as she spoke.

“I know. But Regnig found something.” She pulled the tablet out and found the file with the drawings of the four Zan’ra she’d captured from the books in Regnig’s private collection. She held it out to her dad, who took the device, scrolling through the four images. His gaze lingered on the third picture, which was the boy with the blue eyes, before it settled on the last image, the one that was the spitting likeness of her.

“Is this…” His question went unasked.

“We think so. At least, it would be an awfully strange coincidence if there was another with dark curly hair and glowing green eyes.” Jules let out a nervous laugh, but neither of her parents joined her.

“What can you tell us about them?” Papa asked.

“Regnig agrees with Fontem on a few things. He believes they were created by these Deities, but he also thinks that their creators attempted to kill the race off. We assume they grew too strong, and these Deities feared what their designs were capable of,” Jules said.

“And these four?” Her mom flipped through the images again.

“Regnig thinks they were the last of the Zan’ra.” Jules saw something flicker in her father’s face, but he still stayed quiet.

Mary set the tablet down. “And what have you decided?”

“I think he’s right. I don’t know exactly how I took on this girl’s essence, but it has something to do with that crystal world you were on with the Iskios. She must have been hiding there, or had infused herself into it…”

“Like the Theos did with the portal crystals,” her dad finally said. “That could be it.”

Jules nodded, happy that her dad’s analytical mind was at work. “That makes sense. I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Do you have any theories on the others?” he asked.

She swallowed hard, taking a drink of her beverage. Her throat was scratchy, and the warm liquid helped. “They went into hiding. Maybe there are others out there. These other two.” She pointed to the tablet on the coffee table.

“And this guy on our ship might have some answers, is that right?” Papa leaned back, his jaw muscles clenching.

“That’s the idea.”

“What if he’s this O’ri you’ve heard about? A malevolent being quick to hurt his own people?” Her dad had good points, and that was the sole reason Jules hadn’t spoken to him yet.

“I don’t think it’s him. I think…” She picked up the tablet, skipping to the one with the orange eyes. “This is O’ri.”

“What makes you say that?” her mother asked.

“I don’t know. Women’s intuition?” It was a lot more than that. Jules had started dreaming about the four drawings. They moved like an animation, fleeing the destruction of these Deities, splitting up with no other choice.

“When do you want to speak with him?” Papa crossed his arms over his chest, and she saw the age in his face, the gray in his beard. He looked tired, and she wanted to hug him, to tell him to forget the Zan’ra stuff, but she couldn’t stop it. Not once the can of worms had been tugged open like this.

“How about now?” she suggested.

She expected resistance, but Papa nodded, standing. He brushed his hands over his uniform pants and pointed to the door. “No time like the present.”

“Are you sure, Dean? It’s late, and…”

“Time’s different on a starship. Plus, the kid’s been frozen in time for countless years. I don’t think he cares when we unfreeze him.” Papa led the way. He turned to her mother at the doorway and leaned in, whispering something she couldn’t hear.

Jules glanced at her outfit: tights and an oversized sweater. Her hair was pulled into a messy ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing any make-up, not that any of that should matter to her. What did she care what this young man thought of her appearance?

“You ready?” her dad asked.

“I guess so. Mom, are you coming?” Her mother was standing at the counter, Maggie settled at her feet.

“I’ll stay here with the dog, out of the way. I’ll have tea for when you return.”

Jules knew her dad had asked for them to go alone, but she only smiled at her mom, following Papa into the corridor.

They walked in silence, heading to Sector Three before entering the elevator. “Deck One,” Papa told the computer, and the doors slid shut, sealing them in. It lowered, and a few moments later, they were on the proper floor.

She felt calmer than she’d expected. The halls were more spacious here, the ship’s mechanical systems demanding a lot of square footage. They walked past the intricate system of pipes and machines before stopping at the far end of the open room where the doorway to the boy’s cell was.

Cell. That wasn’t a great term for it. He was basically locked in a room used for storage. Suma had told her it was meant to store some chemical they used to clean out the heating lines on the vessel, but for the sake of the freezing capsule, they’d moved the pails to another area.

“Where’s the guard?” Papa stalked around the floor, searching for someone on post. He came back empty-handed.

“No one in sight. I thought there was supposed to be a sentry here.”

“At least one,” her dad said. “Someone’s going to get an earful tomorrow.”

“Should we wait?” Jules asked, seeing the tension on her father’s face.

“No, but I’m not happy to see an order being disregarded like this.” He went to the keypad, and Jules watched him press the five-digit code. It was an easy one that she’d been forced to memorize when they first came to the starship.

She took the lead now, her dad slowly following behind. “I need you to tell me you have full control of your abilities,” he said, his eyes dark in the dimly lit room. Hers were the opposite, reflecting brightly in his pupils.

Instead of assuring him, she snapped her powers on, filling with a green energy like the opening of a dam. They rushed forward, tendrils crackling over her arms and legs, her hair sticking up like she’d been shocked with a surge of electricity. She floated near him, and he only stood there, with his arms crossed once again.

“Such a show-off,” he said with a grin, and she lowered, her sneakers landing softly on the white tile floor.

The glass container was the same one from the Collector’s ship, and they hadn’t once cut the power off. She moved to it now, the ceilings in the room twelve feet high, the walls twenty yards wide. The case took up half of that width, and she found the controls for the display beneath a placard on the glass.

“You’d better step away,” Jules told her dad, but apparently didn’t have to. He was already near the door, leaning against the wall.

She took a deep breath, and her finger hovered near the button to deactivate the boy’s freezing. He was encapsulated in time, but she was still concerned for their safety, assuming the being might be upset and surprised, as well as very powerful. Jules sent a barrier of her green energy over the glass case, sealing him behind it before she pressed the white illuminated button.

The boy was floating, and he lowered, his hair falling to his head, his arms dropping to his sides as his feet touched the display floor.

His piercing blue eyes scanned the room, but he didn’t move for a moment. “Weini bablii targashian.” His words were soft. They floated through the glass and into the translator she’d brought with them. It was clipped to her belt, and she glanced at her dad, who was watching the interaction with interest.

“Hi. I’m Jules Parker, and we found you aboard a ship, frozen in time.” Jules paused, but the words didn’t translate quite yet. She needed more time for the device to decipher his language.

“Weini Bablii brashunli everution.” His gaze met hers, and she noticed a slight uptick on the corners of his lips. He didn’t seem afraid; quite the opposite.

She waited a moment, and something came through: “My princess looks well.”

Jules stepped toward him. “What did you say?” The words traveled through the translator in his language. She slid it from her belt. She hit mute and turned to her father. “It says it’s a dialect found on a vacant space station near the Elion system two thousand years ago.”

He spoke again, his knuckles lightly rapping against the glass case. He seemed shocked that he was stuck behind it. “Why am I behind a cage?”

“We found you. We do not know if you’re safe.” She stood right before him, the glass and her energy barrier the only things between them.

“You are Ja’ri. How could I not be safe?” His hand lifted, pressing a palm to the surface near her.

Jules was drawn to him, to solve the mystery of what she was, and without thinking, her hand rose as well.

“Jules, be careful,” her dad warned from behind her, but she almost didn’t hear him.

Papa’s footsteps echoed across the room, but Jules was staring at the icy blue eyes. She noticed them flicker away from her gaze, and the soft expression of the young man turned to a frown. Her shield shattered, and she was thrown backwards at the impact.

“Come no closer. She is mine!” The boy’s voice had changed, and Jules snapped to her father, who was being lifted in a blue energy barrier.

“Let him down!” she ordered the boy, but he paid her no heed.

Her father was groaning, his face flushed and red. He began to gasp inside the sphere he was trapped in, and Jules knew he had no oxygen inside. The boy was trying to kill him.

“Stop it!” she shouted, but he didn’t. Jules acted. She shot a pulse from her fingertips, and instead of shattering the glass, it passed through and entered her adversary’s chest. He faltered, her dad falling to the ground in a heap. He was inhaling deep breaths, and Jules thought he was okay.

The boy shouted again. “Weini bablii teelina narfusin.” The translator quickly relayed his call. “My princess, do not intervene.”

His term, even if it was a loose translation, was beginning to grate on her. “I’m not your princess,” she said, sending another sphere through, this one encircling the boy. “What is your name?” She stalked to the glass again, directing power into her trap.

“Lan’i. You’ve never been strong enough…” He started to smile, and she felt the opposition emanating from the boy. Instead of waiting to see who was truly more powerful, she tapped the button again, his eyes going wide as he froze in place. He was no longer hovering in the center, looking soft and hopeful. His face held an angry sneer, but he was caught.

She rushed to Papa’s side, and he was sitting up, hand rubbing his throat. “How do you think that went?” he coughed out.

“About how I expected.” She laughed as her dad smiled, pulling her into a hug.

“A chip off the old block, aren’t you? At least we have a name for him, and we know it’s not O’ri.” Her dad wrapped an arm over her shoulders, and they left the boy behind in his case.

____________

A month can feel like forever at certain times of your life. Other times, a month can fly by, and it leaves you shaking your head, wondering where the days went. That was how I felt as we neared the Ginda system. We were a few days out, and I still owed Brik a trip to Sterona. After Jules had met Lan’i, we’d all decided it was best to leave him stuck in time for the moment, and Jules hadn’t objected in the least.

His first instinct was to try to kill me, so I couldn’t say I had fond feelings for the guy. Jules had grown closer to us in the past few weeks. I’d given her access to her own office, and she had the walls covered with images and printouts of everything she uncovered about these Zan’ra, as well as the symbol for the world where the underwater Deity had cried out for freedom.

She was taking it all in stride, at least on the surface, but I knew Jules, mostly because I was just like her. I would dwell on a subject until it drove me crazy, or I found a solution. With her, I was confident she’d find the answer before losing her sanity.

“Boss, are we good?” Slate, my ever-present friend, stood near the doorway, bigger than life in his armored suit. He didn’t don the helmet, and I patted my chest, my glove pressing against the exterior of my EVA.

“Sorry, was just in my head a little bit,” I told him.

“Well, get out of it. We’re about to leave for Sterona, where we have to stay on our toes. Remember the underground creatures?” he asked.

“How can I forget? Rulo gained quite the souvenir that day.” My hand settled on my face in the spot where she’d been given a deep scar.

Slate tapped his chin with a finger. “I wonder how’s she’s doing?”

We’d left her behind the Cloud nebula with her partner, one of the Keppe from Magnus’ ship Fortune. It reminded me of the Collector and our recent encounter with the Zan’ra boy, breaking my focus again.

“Boss, you have that look in your eyes. Is it that kid? Why don’t we just shoot the display out the airlock?” Slate asked.

“Because he knows things. We just need to find a way to neutralize his powers first,” I told him, walking from the change room down the corridor toward the portal chamber.

“You realize if you do find a way to cut off his abilities, we’d find out how to stop Jules’,” he said.

I slapped a palm to my forehead. “I’ve been so stupid.”

His eyes told me he clued in at the same moment as I did. “The crystals from Professor Thompson.”

“Bingo. He’d used them to steal Jules’ powers at the Academy during the Kold attack, rendering her…”

“Don’t say useless, because you remember what she did.” Slate’s smile was big.

“Nothing about her is useless, even at a time like that without her abilities. But we can use them to have a frank discussion with this Lan’i.” I couldn’t believe none of us had thought about it until that moment. I’d even seen the box they sat in when I’d gone in search of the time-travel device.

“Then it’s settled. We’ll grab them after we visit Sterona.”

I strode through the corridors, finding Mary and Suma there with Brik. He wore a modified suit, his tail enclosed in the thick armor. “Are you ready, Brik?” I asked him, clapping my new friend on the shoulder.

“I’m ready.” He grinned with his slim mouth, but I saw something in his eyes. A sadness. I didn’t blame him one bit. He was about to head to a planet that the entire population of his people had departed from long ago.

Mary smiled at me, and Suma shifted on her feet, likely anxious for the four of us to return to the planet we’d lived on together. It was a little bit of a walk down memory lane for us, and I was even excited about it. At least this time the portal was working, and we’d be able to leave with ease.

Brik blinked a few times, staring at me, conveying nervousness at returning to his old home.

“Let’s go,” I said.

“We haven’t returned… since that day,” Mary said.

“I know. I can’t believe it’s been so long. Jules was just born. Can you believe it?” I asked.

Suma stood in the portal entrance, gazing fondly at us. “I was a pretty cute kid back then.”

Slate guffawed. “Boy, have things ever changed.”

Suma shoved him in the shoulder, and he laughed. “I only mean that you’re a beautiful woman now… jeez.”

“Sure, sure.” Suma entered first, moving to the portal table. I hadn’t used the portal since my trip to Earth and then Horizon, and the lights felt brighter today as the symbols lit up.

There was a glowing circle on the floor, and Suma motioned Brik inside it. That was the radius of the portal’s power. If you stood outside it, you weren’t going anywhere.

Suma didn’t bother with preamble. When she saw that we were in the zone, she pressed the icon, sending us to Sterona.


Seventeen

Jules had wanted to go with her parents today as they showed Brik around, but they’d asked her to stay on the ship, so she obeyed. She wandered the halls, tired of studying the confusing texts that made no sense to her, and bored with staring at the star maps, the images of the Zan’ra… all of it.

She let out a sigh and continued on, moving slowly through the ship. Light was a state-of-the-art vessel, and she enjoyed the ambiance. The hallways were all bright, the walls and floors pristine. Every now and then, she spotted a cleaning robot or a maintenance man, mostly Shimmali people, but for the most part, it was so new that it sparkled.

“Jules, there you are.” Dean jogged up to her from the opposite direction, and she instantly saw the worry on his brow.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“It’s Patty. I can’t find her.”

“What do you mean, you can’t find her? It’s a spaceship. She has to be here somewhere.”

Dean nodded, glancing over her shoulder. “She didn’t show up last night, and now I’m getting concerned. She’s been acting like a little snot the last while, have you noticed?”

Jules had a lot of opinions about the girl but wanted to keep them to herself. “She’s having a hard time adjusting.”

“If she’s seeing one of the crew, I’ll kill the guy.” Dean’s jaw muscles flexed as he bit down hard.

“She’s not that stupid.” Jules wasn’t convinced if that was true or not.

“Will you help me search for her?” Dean’s eyes were pleading, and Jules had no choice but to say she would.

“Where should we start?” she asked.

“Cafeteria. Then the coffee bar, maybe the pool, the library…” Dean was already off, walking quickly, and Jules hurried to catch up.

They ended up at the mess hall soon after, but it was a ghost town at this off hour. Jules spotted Walo inside, and she waved, asking if the Padlog woman had seen Patty. She hadn’t, so they continued.

The robot barista was no help, and Dean’s sister wasn’t there either. The pool had a giant Keppe man inside, swimming fast in splashing laps, and he swore there’d been no young human girl there for the last couple of hours.

Dean was growing frazzled, and Jules didn’t blame him. Patty was his little sister, and her parents were off on a dangerous mission, leaving him in charge since he was over eighteen. In reality, her own mom and dad were supposed to be keeping an eye on her, but they were off on Sterona.

“Library,” Dean said, leading her across the ship. Jules was getting quite the workout, and her legs began to burn by the time they entered the quiet space. Fontem was noticeably absent from his usual research spot, though there were a couple of books set out on his table. She walked over to them, eying the titles. She used a tablet translator on the strange text, and saw one referring to ancient beings. The book was dog-eared, and she flipped to it, seeing an image of a tall and broad being with long gray hair, a scaled face, and slotted eyes. Was this a Deity?

“She’s not here, Ju.” Dean ran his hands through his hair, puffing out his cheeks.

“She has to be somewhere. We haven’t checked engineering.”

“She hates science.” Dean looked like he was almost ready to laugh at that, but held himself back. “What am I going to do with her?”

“Have you tried talking with her?”

“I do, but every time she makes some sassy remark, and I shout something in anger. This is not how I saw our relationship going.” He sat on the table, setting his feet on a chair. Jules slid up beside him.

“She’s a handful, but maybe she’s calling out for help. Maybe she needs us more than ever.” Jules pictured the girl on their first ground mission at the Academy, and how she just ran off without a thought or care in the world. It was what eventually got her kicked out of the school, but it also had put her and Jules’ lives at risk. That was Patty, never worrying about the future or anyone but herself.

“I swear, once we find her, I’m going to have a real talk, not the big bad brother routine again,” he said.

“Then let’s keep going.” Jules rose, wishing she could stay and read the texts Fontem had laid out. She wondered where they’d been recovered. These books didn’t look like the ones from this library, unless he’d visited Regnig on Haven.

An alarm rang out, a soft chime here in the library, but once they exited and were in the hallway, it grew louder. Red lights flashed every ten meters down the corridor, and Jules ran to a computer screen along the wall. She tapped a communication directly to the bridge, using her access code, and Loweck’s face appeared.

“What is it, Jules?” She was flushed, her brows furrowed.

“What’s happening?” Jules asked.

Loweck ran a hand over her forehead. “The ship is gone.”

“The ship?” Dean asked from over Jules’ shoulder.

“The Pleva Corp one we found. Someone took it. Left the hangar. I don’t have time to talk right now. We’re sending someone after them.” The screen faded, and Jules stared at the dark monitor.

“Patty!” Dean shouted, racing ahead of her.

Jules chased after him. How could Patty have accessed the Pleva Corp freighter and taken off in it, conveniently while her parents were away?

By the time they reached the hangar, Jules was breathing hard, her lungs pushing out in exasperated shudders. Two guards stood at the door, shaking their heads at Dean.

“Let us through,” Jules said, trying to compose herself after the sprint.

“We’ve been told to close it off,” a man said, arms crossed at his chest.

Jules moved for the door, and the woman on the right side stepped in front of her. “How did someone get through here in the first place?” Jules asked, her tone accusing.

“Uhm, it was between shifts, and… someone left a surprise for us at the office,” the man said, his posture no longer so stiff.

“Is that so?” Jules asked. She was small, but a Gatekeeper, and the daughter of the captain. “So you take a bribe, are late for your shift, and then someone sneaks through and steals a ship.” Jules pointed down the corridor. “Go to the office, tell your supervisor you’re off duty awaiting recourse, and have them send another two guards.”

The two glanced at one another, and the woman shook her head. “Harry, I told you we shouldn’t be late.”

“I haven’t eaten donuts in a long time. How was I to know it was a distraction? This was entrapment!” Harry said, but the fire was out of his gut. He stalked away, the woman berating him as they left.

Dean entered the hangar first, and Jules searched for the Pleva Corp ship. It was gone. The left edge of the hangar was empty. She did notice a cargo bin lid off near where the ship had been parked, and she moved there now, wondering if it was a clue.

She heard the noise before she saw the piece of clothing draped over the edge of the box, and she ran to the bin, finding Fontem inside. He was bleeding from a deep gash in his forehead, his eyes closed, but he was breathing.

“Dean, help me pull him out.” Jules tugged under the man’s armpits, and Dean assisted, moving Fontem from inside the crate and onto the hard, shiny hangar floor.

“What happened?” Dean asked Fontem, but he only groaned. “Was my sister there?”

Fontem nodded weakly, and whispered something so quiet, Jules almost couldn’t believe the words. “He’s free.”

____________

The building was as we’d left it, and Slate and I reminisced about finding little Suma stuck in the corridor connecting the towers together, way up here in the top of the high-rise.

“Why did you have the portal room here?” Mary asked Brik.

“I can’t recall. I was a kid when we left, and I had no idea something like this existed,” Brik said.

“If they had a working portal, why didn’t they evacuate somewhere using it?” Slate asked. We’d always speculated that was how they’d left, not on colony ships.

“Maybe it wasn’t operating properly. Remember how we were stuck from this side, unable to leave?” Suma said, making a lot of sense.

“Yes, that’s it. You could travel here, but not out. Not until we fixed it,” Slate suggested.

We found the exit, the door battered on the outside by the drones that had chased us on that first visit to the world. Later, we’d reprogrammed them to work for us, but at that time, it had been a nightmare outsmarting them with what little we had at our disposal.

The air was slightly acrid as we stepped out, and Brik went first, his eyes blinking quickly as he saw the city from this high vantage point. It was evening, but the electrical storm continued above us, sending flashes of light across the quiet and powered-down city. The lava ocean remained, the glowing red a constant reminder of why the people had left in the first place.

“Carlino,” he said, the word not translating.

“Is that the city name?” I asked, and he nodded.

“That’s the name. It’s so… eerie.”

“To you, it feels like a few years since you’ve been here, but it’s been much longer than that, Brik. It’s understandable to be unsettled out by the sight,” Suma told him. We followed the local man to the lift, and we tested it before adding our weight to the platform. No one had used this in quite some time, and it creaked as we stepped on it.

Mary and I had battled here, and I peered to the wall near the doorway, seeing the scorch marks from her Iskios Vortex powers. Across the way, on the balcony of the building over, were more gashes, from the Theos-gifted abilities. It was almost like a dream recalling that day, and Mary’s gaze followed mine, she likely thinking the exact same thing as I was.

The elevator descended as Slate used the lever, and soon we had lowered to the ground. I stood back, wondering what Brik wanted to see. He’d been silent on the subject but took the lead now.

His words translated as he walked, and we listened closely to his discussion about the city. “This was the central hub of Carlino. The business quarter, if you will. We had industry around the country, and their head offices were all located in these towers. Is your way like this?”

I nodded. “Sure, most of our cities have a downtown region like this. On New Spero, each Terran site has their own central area full of high-rises and business towers.”

“Then we are not so different.” Brik followed the roads, and our suits’ lights powered up, brightening our path. “And you lived here for six of your months?”

“That’s right. If only we could have activated more of the metropolis.” Suma’s mouth formed a straight line. We’d tried hard to replicate the power grid we’d managed to crank on the first visit to the city, but had failed. We couldn’t bring one of the derelict ships to life either. Everything was too old, too worn from the harsh air and constant electrical storms, not to mention the barrage of rain that always threatened to sink the municipality.

“That should have been simple enough,” Brik said. “But you’re lucky you didn’t do it. It was too dangerous.”

Suma stopped, placing a hand on her hip, and she tapped her foot impatiently. “Is that so? I thought you were just a kid. What could you have known about the power grid?”

“I was trained as a mechanical engineer on the colony ship. We were going to duplicate the grid structure on our new world, so I was well informed on the construction. You only need to fix the central stones. We disconnected them before leaving.” Brik continued down the block.

I recognized the street now. It was the same one where the Pleva Corp bots had rolled after us when they’d arrived right before our rescue crew. I saw one that we’d blasted with our rifles, and walked over to it. The hole had entered its chest, rendering it useless. Slate gave it a light kick.

Mary walked closer to me, and I noticed her hand settle on the gun at her hip. This place held a lot of fond memories for the four of us, but also a lot of trauma.

“Where are you taking us?” Slate asked.

“To my home.” Brik answered our questions as we went, and we walked like that for another hour before we arrived near the outer edge of the city. I remembered scouring this area before, the rain pouring on me as I searched for something… anything of use to us for our stay on Sterona. Brik stopped at a squat building, the house beige, the walls square and unappealing.

“Is this it?” Mary asked softly, and the man nodded slowly, staring at it.

“This was my childhood home.” He walked toward the door and pressed it open. The floor was wet inside, the ground musty and moldy.

“Let’s give him a moment,” I suggested, and the others nodded, remaining outside.

I glanced to the forking lightning as we waited, and wondered what had really caused this chaos on their world. Even Brik didn’t seem to know.

He exited the home some time later, and he wore a solemn expression, but smiled nonetheless. “It was a delight visiting. Thank you for this gift.”

“It was our pleasure,” Suma said. “Now show us this power grid you were mentioning.”

____________

It was all becoming clear. Fontem was rushed to the medical bay, and Jules stood behind Loweck, who was leaned over the console in the security office. They’d worked backwards from the footage, starting with the hangar.

“Let’s watch this again,” Loweck said, playing it at normal speed. The camera they used was over the hangar’s entrance, and aimed toward the far corner of the large open room.

Patty arrived first, and Jules glanced at the Pleva Corp ship. The ramp was lowered, the lights on inside, and that’s where Fontem was, fiddling with the robots that Brik hadn’t been able to activate.

The boy floated, hovering inside a blue energy shield, nearly the same as the one Jules had instinctively used, only the weave pattern was slightly different. Patty skipped along, moving toward the craft, and Jules heard an intake of Dean’s breath as they watched his sister enter it with the Zan’ra youth. Seconds later, Fontem was thrown from the ship.

The boy lowered near the Terellion, and when Fontem reached in his pocket, Lan’i shot him with tendrils of energy, sending him crashing into the empty crates. That was where they’d found him.

“Fontem’s lucky he wasn’t killed,” Loweck said.

The Pleva Corp vessel fired up, blue thrusters lifting it from the ground, before the main thrusters pushed it from the hangar’s exit.

“Patty, what the hell are you doing?” Dean asked himself. “Where have they gone?”

Loweck tapped the console, asking Rivo on the bridge for an update. Rivo voice sounded tired and disappointed. “They escaped. No sign of them anywhere.”

Loweck’s palm slapped down hard on the table, and Dean paced the office, muttering to himself.

“So this is the boy she’s been seeing? How is this even possible? That door’s locked!” Dean looked ready to punch something.

Loweck switched the footage to the two of them moving through the corridors. They encountered a pair of crew members, and Lan’i sent them flying to the side, crumpling along the walls. Patty didn’t flinch as they continued on. This didn’t seem like her old friend. Patty could be selfish, but this was downright cruel.

“Show us the vault on deck one.” Jules leaned forward, staring at the feed as Patty arrived. She glanced around before using a code on the keypad, the code only a few of them were supposed to have access to. “Looks like she had it.”

“Where were the guards?” Dean asked.

Jules thought about it and remembered there was no one in sight the last time she and her father had visited him. She told Loweck this, and the head of security stood up angrily. “It’s my fault. I should have been keeping a closer eye on things. When we arrived, I placed a constant team of two to watch the door…” Her fingers moved over the keypad, switching menus, and soon she stopped, going silent. “The schedule’s been adjusted. Someone’s been in my system messing with things.”

“I think it’s clear who did this.” Dean stood tall, hands on hips. “She’s always been smarter than people give her credit for, but this… I don’t know how or why she did it.”

“Can we see inside?” Jules asked, trying to recall if there was a camera in the holding room.

Loweck shook her head. “It’s just a chemical storeroom that we’re keeping him in. There were never cameras on the plans.”

“She’s visited him before. You can tell. How did she deactivate the time field?” Jules asked, seeing the way the two of them looked at one another as they burst from the confines of the previously locked doorway.

“He’s dangerous. I’m glad no one was hurt,” Loweck said.

“No one? My little sister is with that… thing.” Jules cringed at the venom in Dean’s voice. Thing. Lan’i was like her, and it was clear what Dean thought of the boy.

“We have to stay calm. We’ll…” Loweck was cut off by Dean.

“Stay calm? We need to be searching for them!”

“Dean…” Jules spoke softly.

“Jeez. What about you? You’re his kind. Can you find him? Track him down somehow?” Dean asked, his gaze staring into her bright eyes. She felt his rage and wanted nothing more than to walk away and forget him in this state.

“I don’t know how to try,” she admitted. “We’ll find a way.”

“I need a ship,” Dean said, moving for the exit.

“No. You’re not leaving Light,” Loweck told him. “The captain will be back soon, and we’ll figure this out.”

Dean appeared ready to argue, but he didn’t. Instead, he just stalked away from the security office. Loweck tapped the console and spoke into it. “Make sure no one enters the hangars. No one. Good. Thank you.”

“I hope your parents return quickly,” Loweck told Jules.

So do I. Jules closed her eyes, trying to see if she could sense the Zan’ra, but there was nothing tugging on her mind.


Eighteen

Surprisingly, we’d never been to the main power grid sector of the city. It wasn’t in the center, as we’d expected. It was outside of town, closer to the forests and freshwater lakes, and it took us another hour to arrive. As much as I was enjoying being on a ship like Light, there was something invigorating about walking on Sterona, feeling the breeze on my face as the sun began its slow rise.

The suit was keeping my body warm, since the air was cool at this hour, and we neared the building, which was nothing more than a single-story nondescript cube.

“This is it?” Suma asked.

“That’s right.” Brik reached for the handle and turned the lever. “My uncle used to work here. Gave me the tour a few times. It’s what made me want to enter the field in the first place.”

It was dark inside, and our suits sent wide beams of white light into the cramped area. “Doesn’t look like much.” Slate peered around, picking up a multi-limbed tool. “Hey, boss. Remember this thing?”

Suma laughed, recalling our first time using the grease gun years ago. “Now I understand.” She moved to the middle of the room and shuffled a few boxes out of the way. A hatch sat there, slightly ajar. “The system is below ground.”

Brik nodded. “That’s right.” He tugged the hatch open, the old metal hinges groaning in protest. It fell over with a clatter, causing me to jump at the noise. The opening was pitch black, and I thought of the massive monsters we’d faced underground.

Slate appeared to be thinking the same thing. “Who’s first?” He grinned at me.

Brik didn’t hesitate. “I’ll go.” He started down the metal rungs, his bootsteps loudly echoing in the chamber below as he traversed the ladder. Slate went next, followed by me, then Mary, and lastly Suma. There were about thirty rungs, and I hopped down the last couple, landing with a bang.

“This is it…” Slate whistled as our flashlights found the central power source. It was the same crystals as the smaller one had been. Brik moved to the edge of the room, flipping on a switch, and lights cascaded from the high ceiling.

“How does that still work?” Suma asked him.

“Stored energy in these stones.” Brik moved a panel in a shiny metal box, showing some glowing blue crystals encased in glass.

A giant gemstone sat in the middle of the room, the bright lights sending rainbows over the dusty dark floor. It called to me, and I walked over, setting a gloved hand on it. Even dark and absent of its glow, I felt the vibrations it was giving off. “This powers the city?” I asked.

“Mostly. It sends power to the other sites, like the rudimentary grid you activated years ago,” Brik told me.

“Can we get this running?” Suma asked.

“I don’t think I should,” Brik replied.

“Why’s that?”

“I haven’t been fully truthful,” Brik said, and I squinted at him, wondering what he was talking about.

“Brik, what are you keeping from us?” I asked.

“We were told not to talk about this part of our past.” Brik averted his stare, looking to the crystal rather than me.

“You can tell us. We’re your friends,” Mary assured him. “What are you hiding?”

Brik sat down on an old chair, the springs complaining loudly. “We caused the electrical storms.”

“With this?” Suma pointed at the stone.

Brik nodded. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you.”

We gathered around, sitting on various things, me opting for a waist-high crate full of tools, and waited for him to tell the story.

“We were attacked.”

Slate perked up at this. “By who?”

“They came one year, telling us we had to leave this world behind. That they were taking it from us. They had ships… a fleet, even. They were stronger than us, more powerful and trained in the art of war. We are a peaceful people. You can see that, right?” Brik asked, his face pleading.

“Yes, Brik, we understand,” Mary told him.

“Do not think less of us for what we did.” Brik’s gaze settled on the crystal again.

“You turned it to a weapon,” I whispered, and he nodded.

“They gave us time to vacate: twenty-five years. Some thought they were bluffing; others spent the time we were given to create a defense. They didn’t want to leave Sterona and refused to be bullied from our planet.”

“What happened?” Slate leaned forward, resting his palms on his knees.

“We left, but the one faction still wanted to set a trap for the newcomers. If we couldn’t have the world, neither could they. The enemy arrived as we departed, right on time, and the weapon was deployed. The energy sent a barrier over our atmosphere, destroying their ships as they entered. Once it was over, the electrical storms remained.

“After a while, it was safe enough to pass through and into orbit, but not before all three of the enemy ships had been destroyed. Of course, we were already leaving.”

“Did anyone suggest you return home? I mean, the bullies were gone,” Slate said.

“We considered it, but there were far more in their fleet. This was but one envoy,” Brik told us.

“So you disabled the weapon and left. But you escaped the bad guys and found a new home. It sounds like it worked out for you,” I told him, glad to have a better understanding of just what had taken place on Sterona.

Mary smiled at me, grabbing my hand, but Slate had one more question. “Who were they? This race that came charging in making demands of you?”

Brik swallowed hard and met Slate’s stare. “The Arnap.”

My pulse raced, and I tapped the translator, making sure it was working properly. “Did you say Arnap?”

“That’s correct. They were clear about that.”

Slate rose, and we all followed suit. “What is it?” Brik asked.

“Our friends Magnus and Nat are on a mission right now. One they told us was extremely dangerous,” I told Brik.

“What does that have to do with my story?”

“Magnus said that there was a race that committed genocide on a planet’s population, and he was being sent in Horizon to investigate the allegations. The race’s name was the Arnap.” I headed for the door, anxious to speak with our friends about the new information we’d just gathered.

____________

Once we arrived at the portal high above the city square, we had a decision to make. “Do we head directly to Horizon?” I asked, searching for their symbol on the portal table.

“Boss, first we should return home first, then drop Brik off,” Slate said, and I nodded, agreeing with the plan.

A minute later, we were inside the portal room on Light, walking for the exit. As soon as we pressed into the corridor, we were greeted by two of Loweck’s bulky Keppe security guards. “Captain, the bridge requests your attention.”

“What is it?” Alarms rang out softly through the halls.

“I’ll let the chief of security advise you on that,” the first guard said, leading us toward the bridge. Brik trailed along, and I didn’t stop him. The trek took a few minutes, but felt like an hour with so many things racing through my mind. Was it Jules? Had we stumbled on something terrible?

The bridge doors slid open, and Loweck stood near the entrance, arms crossed. She appeared relieved at seeing us. Slate hugged her, and she pressed him away. “Captain, the ship is gone. The boy and Patty took it.”

“What? What ship? What boy?” I asked, following her to her console. Sergo buzzed, and Walo rose from Suma’s seat as we approached.

“You have to see this for yourself,” Loweck said, pointing to the viewscreen. The camera feed was of our hangar, and I watched the ship, the ramp extended, the lights on inside. Patty entered the hangar, and I could swear she glanced at the camera, smiling. Then Lan’i appeared, floating in a blue energy sphere, moving quickly for the landed vessel.

My heart pounded hard in my chest. “When was this?”

“A few hours ago,” Loweck said.

“Why didn’t you come and tell us?” I asked, furious as I saw Fontem being tossed like an old rag.

“Because no one was hurt… badly.”

“Fontem’s okay?” Mary asked, and Loweck assured us he was fine, with minor injuries.

A thought entered my mind, and I chided myself for not asking sooner. “Where’s Jules?”

“She’s with Dean. They’re… he wanted to go after them, but she’s calmed him down. Then he wanted to go to Horizon, but we kept him away.” Loweck frowned as we watched the ship leaving the hangar.

“And what happened there? This kid knew how to fly a Pleva Corp freighter?” Slate asked.

“Seems that way.” Suma leaned over, pausing the image. “Where are they now?”

Loweck sighed. “We lost them. Quickly. We should have been able to chase them down.”

The ship had a blue light around it. “I think he might have added something to it with his… powers. Probably why you couldn’t track it.”

“What are we going to do?” Walo’s voice was high, nervous.

I stood straight-backed, certain this was an important precipice of our mission. On one hand, we needed to deliver Brik to his people; on the other, the Zan’ra was gone from our ship, with Magnus and Natalia’s daughter with him. Add to it the recent news about this Arnap race that Horizon was going to meet, and we had a real mixed bag of disasters all at once.

“We’re going to leave the Zan’ra for the moment.”

“Captain, I don’t think we should be letting this… Lan’i escape. You’ve seen what he’s capable of.” Slate said it quietly, as not to openly question my commands, only now wasn’t the time.

“My orders stand. Someone find Jules. Tell her and Dean to meet me at the portal.” I watched the screen, the hangar empty on the right half, Fontem lying inside a crate along the far edge of the room.

“Captain, I still think…”

I cut Slate off with a hand in front of me. “Be on alert for Lan’i’s return, and continue on a slow course for the Ginda system, at least until we have a better handle on things,” I ordered, and stalked from the room, no one muttering a word in opposition. Mary was on my trail, catching up to me as we exited the bridge.

“Dean, stop for a moment.” She grabbed my arm, spinning me around. “We’ll figure this out.”

I gave her a clipped nod. “We just lost our friends’ daughter, the same girl we were tasked with caring for on our ‘simple and safe’ mission.” My strength seeped from my body, and I leaned against the wall. “What are we going to tell them?”

“The truth. I’ll be there with you. Come on. Jules and Dean are probably waiting for us.” Mary urged me forward, and I joined her, dreading the upcoming conversation for many reasons.

____________

“Once we see your parents, we’ll have a plan, okay?” Jules set a hand on Dean’s chest, the touch a little more intimate than their normal contact. His gaze was settled on the floor, his eyes puffy and red. Dean was used to being the strong hero, being at the top of everything he did, but she understood how helpless he felt at this moment, because it was the exact same thing she was going through.

“How could she do this?” Dean asked.

“We’re going to find out. For all we know, Lan’i tricked her, used his powers to manipulate her,” Jules suggested.

“Is that what you do?” His question felt innocuous enough, but there was an edge to it, and she staggered away from him as if he’d cut her.

“I… No, Dean, I don’t use my abilities to alter people’s perceptions. Can you stop taking his actions out on me?” She shoved him hard, and he didn’t even retaliate. To her surprise, he pulled her in, hugging her closely. Her head burrowed into his shoulder, and he kissed the top of her hair. She didn’t move, didn’t breathe, scared to break the spell he was under.

“Jules!” Papa’s voice called, and she felt Dean’s strong arms release her quickly as he stepped back, clearing his throat.

“Papa, Mom.” She flung herself at them, squeezing each of them tightly.

“Dean, we’re so sorry about Patty. We will find her, I promise you,” Papa told the young man, and he appeared to perk up at Captain Dean Parker’s assurance.

“Where are we going?” Dean asked, glancing at the portal’s entrance down the corridor.

“To see your parents. We found something out about their mission, and we need to discuss Patty with them,” her mom stated.

“We’re wasting time. Patty’s getting farther away from us,” Dean pleaded, but Jules could tell Papa wasn’t in the mood to argue his directives. She’d seen that look a thousand times.

“They’re hidden from our sensors. The best thing we can do is track her steps from this week and see what we can learn. Jules and Regnig will meet and see what they can decipher about the Zan’ra people. And there’s also the symbol… I’m thinking that if you have a compulsion to visit that planet, Lan’i might as well. The Deity…”

“What the hell are you guys talking about? Zan’ra, Deities, some planet? I feel like I need a translator!” Dean was pacing in front of the portal room, the guards shifting nervously on their feet.

“There are some things we haven’t told you, but only because we’re just scratching the surface of understanding them. You have to understand, Jules is …” Papa started to say, but Dean only nodded along.

“I know. Jules is important. So is my sister, Captain. This is all my fault.” He stopped pacing, clenching his jaw tight.

“It’s no one’s fault, Dean. We’re Gatekeepers, and we have to let the emotions of this mission go. We need to focus on the problem and use strategic thinking to develop a solution. Then we’ll go through the steps to locate and rescue your sister, okay?” Jules’ mom said.

“You’re right. I’m sorry, Ju. I’ve been such a jerk.” Dean stared at her.

“I totally understand.”

Papa whispered something to the two guards, and they stepped aside. The moment Jules saw the portal stone, her instincts kicked in, and she was drawn to it… to that planet…

“Jules, are you coming?” Papa broke the spell, and she slowly stepped past the barrier, into the circle around the table.

When the four of them were inside, Jules watched her father find Horizon’s symbol. The crystal glowed a bright and hot green, energy emanating from it in waves. Jules was connected to the crystals, and she felt the same rush entering her body. Papa pressed the icon, and she closed her eyes, waiting to be transported, but when she opened them, they were still on Light.

“What’s the matter? Did you do it right?” Mary asked.

“Do it right? Have I ever screwed up pressing an icon?” her dad asked, and shrugged. “Maybe I did. Let’s try this again.”

Nothing.

Dean’s face paled, and Jules joined her dad on the other side of the stone. She set a hand on the crystal below the clear glass table and let her powers course from her core into her fingertips and beyond. She’d been a little girl when she’d fixed the crystals, allowing them to be used without the sacrificed life of the Theos inside. Before the Theos, the portals had been dormant for centuries, likely millennia, but Jules had managed to remedy that.

With her strength, they’d changed from the blue color to green, the color of her eyes. The blue… the color of Lan’i’s eyes. It all became clear. He’d been the one to activate the system last, before her. She wondered if the stones had ever been colored purple or orange, like the other two of the four remaining Zan’ra.

Jules heard the others in the room asking questions, but she ignored them, searching for the one symbol that mattered at the moment: Horizon’s.

“It’s gone.” She didn’t even realize she’d spoken out loud until she heard Dean’s young voice, thick with emotion.

“What do you mean, gone?”

“I can’t find it.”

“Horizon is gone?” Dean asked, and Jules lifted her palm from the crystal, breaking the connection.

“That’s not certain, but the portal has been deactivated,” she told them.

Papa’s eyes were wide as he stared at Mary. Her mom’s color had drained as well.

“The Arnap,” her dad said.

“Don’t jump to conclusions. We know nothing,” Mary told them.

Jules stood still, unsure what to do. There were too many mysteries, too many things that had gone wrong at the same moment, and three of the people she cared about most in the universe were in the room with her. She was suddenly grateful that Hugo was safely stowed away with Karo on Haven.

“Captain, don’t you have the communicator? The one my father has the other side of?” Dean asked.

“Yeah, Papa. We can retrieve it,” Jules said. “We’re already here. We can jump to Earth and grab the communicator.”

Papa shook his head. “I don’t know. We haven’t used that in years. I’d have to find out if he still has it.”

Dean nodded. “He does. It’s in their room, on the desk. He’s always keeping an eye on it in case you need him.”

Jules’ heart sank. Her father and Magnus were so close, and she imagined him going missing was an ache like Dean felt for Patty.

“What do we do?” Papa asked his wife.

Her mother stared at him, her mind clearly racing beneath her calm demeanor. “You stay here, talk to Fontem. Learn what he was doing on that ship, and see what else he can tell you. He has to be keeping something from us. I’ll take the kids to Earth and get the communicator.”

Her dad peered over at Jules and waved her over. He whispered in her ear, “The device that Professor Thompson used. You know the one?”

Jules nodded, remembered only too clearly the crystal band strapped to the man’s arm that had sucked her powers from her. “Yes.”

“Bring it back with you. I have a feeling we’re going to need it.” Her dad hugged her again, then her mother, and lastly Dean. He held the embrace with the boy who’d been named after him when Uncle Magnus and Auntie Natalia had thought Mary and Dean were dead. He patted the younger man on the shoulder and headed for the door.

“Be careful and return straight away. We have a lot to discuss with the crew when you return.” Papa gave them one last tired smile and left the room.

Her mom found the icon for Earth, and pressed it.


Nineteen

Fontem was in a private room tucked at the rear of the medical bay. The Shimmali doctor admitted me without question, and a Molariun nurse sneaked by me as I entered Fontem’s temporary quarters. He appeared to be sleeping, but as the door shut, I noticed his eyes blink open.

“Dean?” he asked, trying to sit up.

“Don’t strain yourself.” I stood by the bed, peering over the man, trying to see where his injuries were. His leg was sticking out of the blanket; a fresh pink scar ran along his left shin where the doctor had sealed the wound. He’d hit his head hard, and another scar ran across his forehead, but with modern technology, I suspected any visible markings would be healed within a couple of days.

“Did they stop him?” Fontem asked. “No one’s telling me anything. They just shoved me in here and won’t answer my questions.”

“That’s because you were injured. And no, we didn’t catch him. What were you doing on the ship?” I saw a chair near the wall and slid it over, the feet dragging loudly across the tile.

“Brik and I had spoken about the robots, and he’d been unable to activate any of them. You were curious as to their programming functions, so I brought a tool with me… something that would spark them to life.” Fontem grinned, but it quickly turned to a grimace as he shifted up in the bed to speak with me.

I leaned in, getting closer. “Where did you find this tool?”

He must have noticed his slip, because he tried to backpedal. “It was nothing special. I made it.”

“Are you telling me you made some special robot revival device on board my ship?” If Fontem did have access to his other artifact cache, I wanted to find out how, but I’d save the inquisition for later.

“Sure. I’ve always been good with my hands.”

“And did it work?”

“Yes. I found a way to power up one of the bots, but only had a chance to plug into it with the diagnostic tablet before that young man entered the freighter and tossed me to the side like a piece of trash.” Fontem’s voice grew thicker, deeper, and I saw anger burning in his eyes.

“Wait. You plugged one into it?”

“That’s correct.”

“Where’s the tablet?” I asked.

He shrugged.

“Is it on the ship?”

“It was in my pocket.”

I burst from the room, finding the nurse. “Was there anything on the patient when he arrived?”

“Just his clothes. We put them…” She pointed to a bin near the exit, and I ran to it, grabbing the jumpsuit Fontem had been wearing in the image. One pant leg was torn, and blood crusted the cloth, but I found the hard-plastic tablet inside the jumpsuit’s front pouch. I slid it free and tapped it, the backlight flashing on. The screen was cracked but still operational.

I returned to his room, sitting firmly in the chair, and his gaze registered what I was trying to do. “You can track the other end of the diagnostic plug.”

“That’s what I’m intending.” My fingers soared over the screen, finding the proper menu, before it appeared as a dot on a massive star map. I used my thumb and two fingers to expand the view, zooming in. It also showed our location, a bright green pin on the map. The freighter was moving away from us, closer and closer to our final destination of the wormhole. “They’re heading for the same place we are.”

Fontem grabbed at the tablet, looking for himself. “What are you not sharing with me, Dean?”

“Have you heard of the Arnap?” I asked, hoping he hadn’t, wishing they were nothing but a bad dream, someone long gone from the universe, but he nodded.

“I know of them.”

“What are they like?” I drummed my fingers on my knee like I’d consumed too much coffee.

“Bad. They’re ruthless.”

“Can you expand on that?”

Fontem asked for some water, and I went to the wall, filling a plastic cup, and passed it to him. He drank deeply before setting it on the table beside him, and he smacked his lips. “That’s better.”

“The Arnap?” I urged him.

“Right. They’ve been a thorn in many races’ sides for a long time. I’m surprised to hear no one’s wiped them out yet,” he told me. “Why haven’t you brought them up before? You told me about the Kraski, then the Bhlat, but… I didn’t even think to mention the Arnap to you. I only assumed one of those other powerhouses did away with them.”

“I know next to nothing about them, to be honest. Only that Magnus and Natalia were heading for a world they were rumored to have visited, and now we’ve lost contact with them.”

From the look on Fontem’s face, this wasn’t a good thing. “The Arnap never lose a battle,” he told me in a hushed whisper.

“The Ritair of Sterona stopped them. They lost their own world in the process, but they fended off the Arnap ships before leaving.” I clasped my hands in my lap and waited for him to reply.

His lips were pursed, and he rubbed the healing line on his forehead. “I mean it. They never lose.”

“I think you’re wrong, and when we find the Ritair and drop Brik off, I’ll show you.”

“I hope you’re right, and for your friends’ sakes, I truly hope the Arnap were gone when Horizon arrived, and that the reason you’ve lost contact is for another reason. What of this boy and the stolen Pleva Corp vessel?” Fontem turned the tablet toward me.

“We follow them toward the wormhole. He’s one of them, isn’t he? The Zan’ra we’ve been speaking of?”

Fontem nodded. “I would have to agree.”

“Meaning my Jules is as well.”

“That’s correct.”

“There are two others. Do we risk finding them? Should I stop them in order to protect my daughter?” I stared at Fontem, and he didn’t respond right away.

“I can’t say for sure, Dean. But if there’s a Deity on the planet with the Zan’ra symbol, I would suggest preventing it from being awoken at all costs,” he warned.

“What would happen?”

“From what I’ve read… the end of the universe as we know it.”

“Great. Nothing like a little ominous pressure to motivate us.” I rose, patting Fontem on his good leg. “Thanks for the information. If you have anything else that would assist us, give me a call… and heal up.”

“Thank you, Dean. You’re a good friend.” He paused, looking like he had something else to say, but his lips pressed together and he shifted further in the bed, turning his head away from me.

I left, his words echoing in my mind.

The end of the universe.

____________

They hadn’t expected to be stopped as they entered Giza from the pyramid’s exit. The sun was high and bright, the air dry and hot. Jules swallowed hard as the Bhlat forces stalked toward them, guns in hands.

Behind them, a human guard stood, unarmed and shaking her head.

Mary stepped in front of the two newly-appointed Gatekeepers and crossed her arms. “What do you think you’re doing?”

The Bhlat soldiers were massive, their chests broad, their clothing a mixture of tanned leather and metal armor. These two had long hair braided in tight rows. The lead male lowered his weapon, speaking in rough English.

“The Empress wishes words with you.” The other’s gun remained lifted, but not aiming at any of them. Dean stepped forward, as if he was going to confront them, but Jules grabbed his wrist, holding him back.

“We don’t have time for this. We need to get to the communicator,” Dean muttered.

Mary turned to face Jules, and her face relayed the potential danger here. Jules was prepared for battle, if it came to that.

“Where is she?” Mary asked, glancing around the promenade. The other massive pyramids flanked them, the Sphinx proud in its resting position in the distance, and Jules admired the magnificent sites, even while scanning for the Empress’ retinue.

The lead soldier pointed to the floating base the Bhlat had left on Earth when they’d all but vacated the planet, returning it to Jules’ father and the rest of humanity. It had been a nice gesture, but the fact that they still felt the need to return and show force on occasion left Jules feeling uneasy about the transaction.

“Fine, but this has to be quick.” Mary pushed between the soldiers, and Jules trailed after her mom, amazed to see this strong and daunting side of her mother. She was being a real badass, and Jules liked this side of her.

Dean caught up, his bootsteps kicking up dirt and sand from the hard-packed ground. Jules knew the guy just wanted to reach out to his father, but they’d arrive soon enough, one way or another. She told him as much, and he gave her a little smile, telling her he was going to be okay.

The floating structure had a hover-lift on the ground, and two more soldiers waited by it, opening the rail as the three Gatekeepers approached. They were in uniform, but not the armored EVA, and Jules had a moment, wondering if they’d been remiss to enter the portal without wearing protection.

It was Earth, and they were only traveling to her parents’ house, but there were always lurking dangers. Her mother did have a pulse pistol, and Jules had access to her powers, so that set her at ease as the lift rose from the ground quickly, the air rushing against her face, until it stopped jarringly fast and another soldier opened the rail, allowing them to step onto the metal platform.

From here, they could see the entire landscape. The businesses set up outside the pyramids were long vacated, most demolished by the Bhlat when they’d first taken over the area years before Jules was born. Everything held a tinge of a muted brown tone, and she tried to spot a single tree or patch of grass, but couldn’t.

The others were already walking away from her, and Jules rushed to reach them as they approached the palace. It had an immense round glass dome on top, and Jules glanced up at the tall arched doorway as they entered.

The Empress stood on the far side of the foyer, speaking quietly with another Bhlat female, the other woman with red eyes much like the Empress’. The powerful woman wore a colorful robe, her braids thick and lengthy.

“Mary Parker.” The Empress remained standing where she was, commanding the three of them move to her. Her mother did so hesitantly.

“Hello, Empress. We do have pressing business, so we’d appreciate…”

“I hear the Arnap have returned,” the Empress said quickly, cutting off Jules’ mother.

“When did you find out?” Jules asked, and the woman’s eyes snapped to meet her stare.

“Jules Parker. It is nice to see you.” The Empress moved her hand toward Jules, softly running a long finger over her cheek. Papa had admitted he didn’t like Jules being near the dangerous woman, even if they did have an understanding. She emanated strength unlike anyone Jules had met.

“How did you know about the Arnap?” Dean asked, and she only smiled at him like he was an insolent child.

“Come with me. We have a lot to discuss.” The Empress peered at the soldiers milling about, and smiled again. “In private.”

Her office was comfortable and large, red crystals glowing from the far wall. Jules took an offered seat on a deep plush couch, Dean sitting beside her. Mary took a harder chair opposite the Empress, and no one spoke for a moment, until the Empress finally broke the silence.

“I have my fingers on the pulse… always. I know about the Collector” – she glanced at Jules – “and about the Academy.” It was Dean’s turn for her hard red-eyed stare. “And I am aware of most Alliance council decisions before they happen.”

“Is that so?” Jules’ mom asked. “Then fill us in with your infinite wisdom.”

“The Arnap have indeed returned, but not in such a common sense of the word. They have been in hiding this entire time, recovering from their losses. The Bhlat and this particular enemy have a long-standing feud. As you can understand, we were both strong, attempting to expand our reaches. Of course, we were younger and more ambitious a long time ago, and they were the predecessor. The race that parents told their children about to manipulate them to behave. ‘If you don’t complete your studies, the Arnap will come and hurt our people’.” The Empress flashed a smile.

“Then why have we never heard of them?” Mary asked.

“Because humans are but infants in space,” she said.

“And the Alliance? None of them know of this old enemy of the Bhlat?” Dean asked.

“Some might, but many fear speaking their name will make them return. Either way, they’ve been active, a few on Udoon Station, some at the Tri-System Station, even. They’ve kept their ears open and their eyes peeled, recovering from their losses and attempting to recoup a place in the universe. Now they’ve begun their attacks, and from our experience, they won’t stop until they dominate once again.”

“Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Mary asked. “I thought we were allies.”

“We are, my dear, but we had no substantiated reason to consider them a threat. If they’ve committed genocide against someone, we will join you in the battle. Send me the coordinates,” the Empress said.

This eased Jules’ mind slightly. They had someone to rely on if they needed it, beyond the usual Alliance fleet. The Bhlat had donated a few warships to the Alliance, as they held the largest and most terrifying force of all their partners.

“I’ll send them as soon as I can. I didn’t bring the location with me. Come to think of it, no one has shared it with us.” Her mom frowned, fidgeting with her hands.

“We’ll join you in battle.”

“My parents might have been attacked,” Dean told her.

This grabbed the Empress’ attention. “Is that so?”

“The portal… it’s not working,” Dean said quietly.

Jules saw it then, the flash of recognition, the comprehension of a fate that might have befallen Dean’s parents, and it was clear the Empress attempted to slough it off. “They’re probably fine. The portals are fickle.”

Only Jules didn’t agree. She was connected with them, and that portal stone no longer existed. She was sure of it. “Can you send us anything you have on the Arnap?” Jules asked. “Their anatomy and weaknesses? What are their ships capable of? Where do they hail from? Patterns in planets they ambushed… any details would be a lot of help.”

“I can do that. Look at you, Jules Parker. All grown up.”

Jules averted her eyes from the hard stare and rose when her mother did. “Thank you for the warning and offer for assistance. I hope to not have to call on you, but I’ll send the location regardless.”

“Allow me to see you out.” The Empress stood, guiding them to the exit.

____________

The trip in the shuttle took too long, and Jules’ nerves were fried by the time they landed near their farmhouse. She’d forgotten it was winter here, even though her dad had warned them about it. Her mom parked them on the grass, not bothering with the landing pad, and Jules climbed from the ship. It was dark out, and the air had a strong bite to it as they entered their house.

Her mom disarmed the alarm, and Jules peeked around, feeling instant comfort at seeing their home. This was her real house, the one she thought of whenever someone mentioned the word home. It was the same place her father had grown up, and this was where most of her happiest memories were. Riding horses, learning to read on the porch, celebrating her young birthdays. There were a lot of times when she missed their place on New Spero, the one where they’d lived beside Magnus and Natalia, with little Dean and his sister playing in the yard with the dogs chasing after them.

Suddenly, a wave of sadness poured over her as the memories flipped through her mind. Dean stood still, unmoving in the kitchen, and Jules tried to picture him as the quiet and fun little kid he’d been. Patty used to be so loving, such a great friend. She’d been a year older than Jules, but it hadn’t stopped her from treating the other like they were best friends, even from such a young age.

To her, Jules was normal, a great person and a sister, not a freak with glowing eyes. Things would never be the same. Jules thought about Fontem’s explanation of the time travel Delineator, and understood it better now than before. They could go back, even in their minds, but nothing about it would ever change their present. It was better to not even think about the way things were, because that time no longer existed.

“Mom...”

“Yes?” Her mom wrapped an arm over her shoulder, pulling her in.

“I’m scared.”

“I know. So am I.”

“Where is the communicator?” Dean asked firmly.

“I have to go outside first. Only I can go through,” Jules said, and Dean nodded as if this made complete sense. “Stay here, and I’ll be right back.”

She left them in the kitchen and threw a sphere around herself the moment she returned to the cold porch. The energy barrier kept her warm, and she floated around the house, finding the padlock where her dad had left it. She unzipped the jumpsuit and tugged out a chain that hung around her neck. On the end was a locket, and she opened it, gripping the tiny padlock key inside. She used it to open the old-world metal lock and lifted the wooden cellar door.

She floated through it, feeling the barrier as she passed through. Her biometrics were programmed to gain access, and she lowered to the ground, boots settling on the dirt floor under the back of their house. The cellar was musty, and there was water damage near the door. She’d have to tell her dad about that. He’d want to fix the leak.

The portal doors were placed along the wall, and she took a deep breath, walking through it. And just like that, she found herself in the secret hold on the old ship where Papa had fought Lom of Pleva. Jules crawled through the opening in the side, and into the cargo room. She found the crates as her dad had left them, and tried to imagine some clone of her father here. The idea made her nervous, and she hurried to the bins, eager to leave and return to her mom in their house.

She listened for sounds of anyone inside the ship, but unless the clone had returned, that would be impossible. Jules found the right cargo bin and punched in the code her father had made her commit to memory. The lock snapped open, and she sorted through the box, finding the clamshell-shaped communicator. Instead of testing it, she shoved it into her pocket, and she spotted the other device she’d been asked to retrieve. It was wrapped in a cloth, and her hand rested on the tool.

“Ja’ri.” The voice startled her, and she spun, searching for the source.

“Who’s there?” Her sphere reappeared, and she sent a surge of energy into her fingertips, waiting to use the immense force if necessary.

“Ja’ri, it really is you.” Her voice was gentle, like a babbling brook, and Jules stepped toward the small shadow.

“Who… are you?” Jules walked around the stacked crates and saw the orange eyes, the short legs, the stocky arms. The girl was only four feet tall, and her face was young, round, and kind.

“You don’t remember me?” she asked. Her voice held an unfamiliar accent.

“I don’t. I’m not sure I’m the same Ja’ri you think I am.” Jules moved back a few steps, letting her walk into the light. Her eyes were bright orange, like two burning suns.

“You are Ja’ri, or I wouldn’t have found you. And I am Dal’i. We’ve been reawakened,” she told Jules, who realized this girl wasn’t really there. She was transparent, a faded image rather than solid and concrete.

The others were waiting for her, and Jules needed to get Dean the communicator so he could attempt to reach his father, but this…

“Where are you located?” Jules asked her. The girl’s hair was cut short, dark spikes stood to the side, and she smiled at the question.

“Far away.”

“How did you project yourself?”

“We don’t have much time, I’m afraid.”

Jules shook her head. Dal’i was fading faster now, and Jules stepped closer. “What are we?”

The voice was soft, distant. “We are all that remains… stop O’ri… all costs.” Then she was gone, vanished from the room.

Jules grabbed the cloth-wrapped device with shaking hands and opened it up, finding the five crystal shards connected by thin wires. Professor Thompson had used this to stop her, stealing her powers a few years ago, and Jules folded it up again, tucking it beside the communicator.

At least she had a weapon to fight this Lan’i with, should it come to that.


Twenty

“You waited until now?” I asked, and Dean nodded, pressing the communicator into my palm. They looked exhausted, especially Jules, who’d shocked us by recalling a story of one of the Zan’ra visiting her on the distant ship. I felt uneasy about the fact that Jules could somehow project herself in the same fashion, and wondered how many other things she was capable of.

“I couldn’t use the communicator. It should be you, Captain,” Dean said. We were in the meeting room on Light, which Slate fondly referred to as the War Room, and we piled in now: Suma, Slate, Loweck, and myself with Dean, Mary, and Jules. It had been far too long since any of us had slept, but we had to attempt contact with Magnus.

“Then let’s make this quick.” I gripped the communicator, activating it. Magnus had the other end, and I hoped like hell he was going to reply. I turned it on, facing the others as I spoke into it. “Magnus, this is Dean… Parker.” I cleared my throat, feeling more nervous than I expected. “Are you there? We have reason to believe you’re in danger, and I need to speak with you.” We waited, but there wasn’t always an immediate response.

“I’ll stay for a while, see if he hears it. I think the rest of you should get some sleep. Slate, what’s our status?” I asked my commander.

“We’re still tracking the stolen freighter using the diagnostic tablet from Fontem, and he does seem to be taking her toward the Ginda system. Other than that, the crew is prepared for battle. Sarlun has relayed the coordinates of Horizon’s destination through to the Empress, and sent a copy here.” Slate stood with arms crossed over his chest, and I nodded.

“Good work. Can you send my personal line the details as well? I’d like to have them at my disposal.”

“You bet, boss.”

Everyone started to leave, and I locked gazes with Dean. “Do you want to stay with me for a while?”

Magnus’ son said he would, and I caught him glancing at Jules. She gave him a worried nod, and he returned it before she left with the others. Once the door was shut, I pointed to a chair around the large boardroom table, indicating he should sit. He did.

“You want something to drink? A beer?” I asked, and he looked surprised. Tired, but astonished.

“Uhmmm… sure.”

I set the communicator on the table and walked to the fridge, finding a few cold ones stacked among the water bottles and other various beverages. I took out two of my favorites and popped the tops, passing one to Dean.

“Are you sure? I’m only eighteen.”

I laughed, sitting down beside him. “I had my first beer with my dad when I was seventeen. There was a crazy storm, and half of the farm was flooded. We spent eight hours pumping pools of gathering storm water away from the house into the garden and the trees beyond our property line, and by the end of it, we were soaked to the bone, my teeth chattering nonstop.

“When we made it inside, I noticed there was a leak in the ceiling, and my mother set a pot to catch the dripping water. Back outside we went, and an hour later, we had a tarp secured to the seeping shingles.

“My dad didn’t even ask; he just wrung himself out on the porch, walked inside, and grabbed us two silver cans, passing me one without comment. He clinked my can with his and went upstairs. My mother scowled for a moment and handed me a towel, kissing me on the cheek.

“We worked hard that day, and I’ll never forget it.” I tapped my bottle to Dean’s, and he took a sip.

“You miss him?”

“My old man? Sure. All the time. It’s been so long, but I do think about him a lot.”

“I don’t want to lose my parents,” Dean said, suddenly looking five years younger.

“You won’t, son. We’re going to find them. The Bhlat are here for us, and Jules will be around to assist whenever necessary.” I put the bottle down and glanced at the communicator, silently urging Magnus to reply.

“Thanks. I really do like being here with you guys.” Dean took another sip, his expression showing he was slightly less disgusted with the beverage than the first time.

“That’s great. We love having you here. I’d say you’re Jules’ best friend, and she’s lucky to have you.” I watched him fiddle with the label on the bottle.

“Why did all of this have to happen?”

I considered my answer carefully. It was obvious Dean was distressed, and why wouldn’t he be? He had to stay strong, to believe we could find his missing sister, and learn what had transpired with his parents.

“From my experience, bad things always happen. Even before the Event, I had my share of them with my father dying. Then I got married and was the happiest man on Earth, without realizing I’d wed a hybrid, and not even the same one I’d initially fallen in love with.” I leaned back in my chair, taking another sip. I hadn’t thought of Janine and Mae in some time, at least not in a melancholic way.

Dean’s expression was soft, his eyebrows upturned. “How did you deal with the losses?”

“It’s not an easy process,” I said truthfully. “You find the strength within. You dig deep and tap into all of those traits your mother and father engrained into you from a young age. You do the right thing, even when you struggle with it. Even when you’re so angry at the world that you don’t think there’s any way you can open your eyes the next day.”

“Does it ever go away?” Dean asked.

“Not entirely, but you move on, and your memories change as you age. Every morning, it’s easier to rise from bed; every night, sleep finds you a little sooner. But, Dean, you don’t have to dwell on that, because we’re going to find everyone, and your family will be reunited. Okay?”

Dean nodded and took another drink before setting it down. “I don’t think beer is for me.”

My gaze locked on to the communicator, and I willed it to beep, to hear Magnus’ voice over the device. But it stayed silent, and my mind began going over every possible obstacle my friends might have encountered.

Dean and I stayed chatting for another hour before calling it a night. By the time I made it back to the suite, Mary was sleeping. I checked on Jules and she was in bed, Maggie lying beside her, nuzzled up close. I shut her door and went to my room.

For the most part, I’d been truthful with Dean, but as I thought about Horizon and the Arnap, sleep continued to elude me.

____________

Light was scheduled to arrive at the Ginda system the very next day. Jules checked the countdown on the console, and it read twenty-three hours and twelve minutes, ticking away slowly. Fontem had done well to remember the tracking of the ship Patty was on, but why were they heading to the wormhole? It was a mystery beyond Jules at this time. Maybe her friend had heard Light’s destination and had convinced the Zan’ra boy to fly there ahead of them.

There were too many unknowns, and what of this Dal’i, the one who’d projected to her? How was that possible? Jules sat in the office, her star maps pinned to the walls, the texts from Regnig’s books stored on her encrypted tablet. She was growing obsessed with these people – the Four, as she’d started to refer to them. Was she really one of the Four? They each seemed to be in control of themselves, their memories and lives after being created by the Deities, but Jules… she had none of that. She only had tidbits of recollections since the day she’d fixed the portals at such a young age.

There was nothing stored inside her mind about being from the ancient powerful race of Zan’ra. There was no hidden compartment stockpiling information about the Deities, nor were there any memories of this O’ri, or Dal’i, or Lan’i. They were nothing but old drawings to her, with crystal fragments for eyes.

She banged a palm on the table in frustration and let out a cry of anguish as someone knocked on the door. Jules tapped the console, sending her voice through the keypad’s speaker. “Who is it?”

It’s me.

Jules perked up. Something about the bird-like man always cheered her up, and she darted to the door, pressing it open. “Come in.”

Not surprisingly, Fontem was with Regnig, and the Terellion waited to enter until the small bird had hobbled into the office, his cane clattering loudly as he used it to assist his walking.

“How are you feeling?” Jules asked. Regnig didn’t look well, and she thought his eye was more bloodshot than usual; his feathers had a slight greasy tinge to them.

He waved a dismissive claw at her and shook his head. Do not dwell on me. My health is unimportant at the moment.

“I hardly think…” Fontem started, but a sharp glance from Regnig shut him down.

It’s time the three of us had a discussion. Regnig pointed to a chair, and Fontem took the seat. Jules found it hard to believe the antiquities collector was hundreds of years old. He looked like he was in his thirties, handsome and with smooth skin. His tan made him appear like he’d been in the sun a lot lately, but she knew he’d been staying in the library for the most part.

“What is it?” Jules asked.

Tell Fontem about the Delineator. Regnig climbed up on to a chair, and his short legs stuck out in front of him.

“You have it?” Fontem asked.

“You know we don’t.”

“It’s very dangerous.”

“I thought you said it was nearly useless. You can’t change the past, or at least not the present… or something.” Jules was quite confused by the concept of time travel, and Fontem’s explanations had made sense at the time, but it gave her a headache nonetheless.

“That’s true, but if it falls into the wrong hands…”

We believe that someone is trying to get their hands on a version of it, and that they may be working on finding a way to merge the timelines into one.

Jules squinted at Regnig, trying to decipher what that would mean. “How could they do that? There are so many versions of each of us, by Fontem’s explanation. Which version of me would be there when the dimensions merged?”

“I don’t have the answers, but if that happens, I suspect all variants would pour into one, creating a disruption large enough to trigger the end to everything,” Fontem said.

“Fontem, this is the second time you’ve warned me of the universe ending. Can’t you ever say anything positive?” she asked, trying to add some levity to the conversation. Neither of them laughed.

“Can you imagine? Each timeline coming together. What that would do to our brains…” Fontem’s eyes were wide open, his fingers intertwined over his stomach.

“Okay, do you want me to guess who’s behind this research?” Jules asked.

“You don’t have to.”

“It’s Pleva Corp, right?”

That’s correct. Regnig stared at her. Since Lom is unable to return to exact revenge, we have a feeling that he’s somehow instructing his people from another dimension. A version of the Shifter, perhaps.

Jules recalled her father telling her how badly Lom had wanted that device, and how Pleva Corp had attacked Bazarn Five, starting a war and incapacitating the tourist planet for months. Only Papa had taken it and used the sought-after tool to send the Iskios vortex to another dimension.

“If they merged, the Vortex would return…” Jules gulped, wishing her parents were here with her. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you might be the only one who can stop it,” Fontem told her.

She thought about what she’d heard and sighed in frustration. “Okay, enough with the secret encoded messages. What is this all about? How can I do anything?”

Fontem and Regnig looked to each other, and Fontem took the lead. “We think that the Deities were able to slip through time, but there are very few references to them. I’ve exhausted my research, but it’s clear there were numerous random sightings of them for millions of years, long after the Zan’ra had been destroyed.”

“Are you saying you want me to find a Deity, even after they tried to eradicate a race from existence?” Jules didn’t like the way they were talking.

“A race they created.”

“As if that makes any difference. If anything, it’s far worse. The Zan’ra would have been like children to them, and the mere fact they could betray their bond proves there’s no way I could trust them,” Jules said, trying to keep her calm.

We wouldn’t suggest this if we didn’t think it was imperative. Regnig’s beak opened slightly, and she felt betrayed by him for the first time in her life. It was like he was trying to use her, and she hated it.

“I don’t like this. We still don’t know anything about the Zan’ra, or whether the Four still live,” she said.

“The Four?” Fontem asked.

She’s referring to the last four that fled the great purge. Fontem, we believe Jules is indeed one of the Four, and this Lan’i is another.

“I’ve seen the other, the one with orange eyes.” Jules decided there was no point in holding anything from these two.

You have?

She told them about the projected visit from the one who’d called herself Dal’i, and told them how the two had referenced her as Ja’ri.

This confirms our suspicions. This only leaves O’ri.

Jules pictured the tall and thin figure from the drawing, the one with the piercing purple crystal eyes. “Tell me what you think will happen.”

“Regnig, this is your theory, so would you mind describing it to her?” Fontem appeared nervous, and Jules turned her focus to the old bird man.

If the timelines do manage to merge, we think the Deities could prevent it, or at least fix it. I don’t know how for sure, but I do think they have a way to skip through dimensions and time, allowing them to make changes that would stick in any present they choose.

“You’re saying we could return to the past and kill Lom before any of this happened?” Jules didn’t like the idea.

That would create such a strong chain of effects that I don’t think something so rash could be done without serious implications. It’s the whole butterfly effect we’ve discussed before.

“Then what?”

“We presume you’ll have to go to the future and stop Lom from sending back messages to his team in the past. Our present,” Fontem finished for Regnig.

Jules smiled grimly. “You make it sound so simple.”

“There’s one more thing,” Fontem whispered.

“I need to rouse a god from its slumber first.” Free me! The voice echoed in her mind, and Jules closed her eyes. “I think I know where he’s resting.”

____________

The Ginda system was beautiful through the panoramic viewscreen. The bridge bustled with activity as we slowed from the hyperspeed Light traveled at. We’d decelerated a day prior so we didn’t surpass the slower Pleva Corp freighter, and we could finally see it from the zoomed-in image onscreen.

“Captain, the vessel still has the blue barrier around it, likely a shield of some kind,” Suma told me.

Slate stood beside me front and center, between the two sets of helm consoles.

“Orders?” Sergo asked, his eyes large and dark.

I glanced past the ship to the giant purple planet. It was quite the sight and reminded me of the last missing Zan’ra from Jules’ book, the one we guessed was O’ri.

The wormhole appeared smaller than I’d expected, and we could only see it from a direct vantage point. It had taken us an hour to even spot the thing, the energy readouts so minute, the probes had struggled to locate it.

“Whatever created this isn’t natural, Dean… Captain Parker,” Suma said, her snout moving nervously.

“Do we risk it?” Loweck asked.

“Entering?” I asked.

“That’s right. We’re oblivious as to what’s on the other side, and the drones haven’t come back.” Slate’s hands rested on his hips, and he stood calmly, staring at the images.

“Brik swears it goes to the world his people settled,” I told them.

“But that was so long ago, and he hasn’t seen it with his own eyes. The Collector nabbed him first,” Loweck reminded us.

“And the kid. What the hell is he doing here?” Slate asked. From the anger on his face, I’d guess he’d have already fired at the freighter if Patty wasn’t on board.

“That’s what we’re going to find out.” I was nervous for a few reasons, but mostly because we still hadn’t heard from Magnus and Natalia. Sarlun was investigating, but no one along their path had heard from or seen Horizon in at least three weeks. Just what had happened to them?

The bridge doors hissed open, and a Keppe guard stepped forward, a familiar shape looming behind him.

“Sorry, Captain, Ms. Parker says it’s urgent.” The man moved to the side, and Jules stood there with Dean hovering near her.

I waved them onto the bridge. “Come over.”

“Papa, he’s here.”

“Who is?” I asked.

“O’ri.” Jules’ gaze drifted to the screen, and my suspicions had been confirmed. The purple world was home to this O’ri, the one we’d heard tales of from Regnig. Apparently, he’d done some terrible things to a race he’d championed called the Stor. I wondered if this was their home planet orbit we were about to enter.

“Are you certain?” I asked, and Jules nodded.

“I…” She peered at the crew, but she was in a safe place, where everyone was on her side and respected her abilities. “I saw him in my sleep.”

“You did? Why didn’t you say something sooner?” I asked, but the reality was, I hadn’t seen her yet that day. She’d been out until late with Fontem and Regnig, who’d come to stay with us on this last leg of our journey. I wanted to know what they’d discussed, but assumed they’d tell me when it was necessary.

“What did he say?” Mary asked from behind us. I hadn’t heard her enter the bridge. She looked like she’d had a sleepless night, and she’d been absent from bed when I’d woken in the morning.

“He didn’t say anything. He only stood there, watching me.”

“Then we know why Lan’i brought my sister here,” Dean said.

“Why?” I asked, feeling like I was missing out on something.

“Because he’s trapped. They need a vessel,” Jules said quietly.

“A vessel?” Mary asked. “Patty!”

Jules nodded, and I ran a hand through my hair, trying to think of how we could stop the Zan’ra from carrying Patty onto the planet. “Sergo, how close can you bring us to the freighter?”

“I could give it a kiss with the hull if you want,” he bragged, and I didn’t doubt it. He was proving himself more than adept at being a bridge crew member.

“Then take us in, and do it quickly. I want to surprise them, and Loweck, lock on with the tractor beam. Jules, I need you to see if you can assist the beam in any way, maybe strengthen it so this Lan’i can’t break free.” I stared at my daughter, and she gave me an understanding nod of her head. I was so proud of her. Despite the difficult changes in her life, she’d handled them so well, with more composure than anyone I knew could have.

“Come on, Jules.” Suma stood. “The tractor beam’s main generator is in the hangar.”

“Papa, I’ll do everything I can,” Jules told me, hurrying from the bridge. Dean trailed after Suma and my girl, and I silently wished them luck.

The freighter didn’t acknowledge there was a wormhole nearby; or if the Zan’ra was aware, he didn’t seem to worry. The freighter was under a thousand kilometers from its entrance, heading for the purple-tinged planet below. Even the bodies of water were tinted lavender, and I expected most of the planet would be made of crystals, much like the world we’d found the Iskios on in the first place, where Jules’ Zan’ra had been stored.

“Captain, on your mark, I’m prepared to jump to the freighter,” Sergo buzzed.

I waited for confirmation that Jules was in position at the hangar, and when Suma pinged the bridge, I made the order. “Bring us in, Sergo.” The ship flashed as our immense thrusters came to life, shooting us at the craft Patty was on.


Twenty-One

The tractor beam was powered by a device half the size of the twenty-by-twenty room off to the right edge of the hangar. The beam shot out from under the ship, and Jules tapped into the computerized tower, sending tendrils of green energy out with it. She kept her eyes closed, pushing and pushing more power into it.

Dean stood behind her, holding her steady, and she appreciated his assistance. It grounded her, made her remember she was human.

“How are we doing?” Suma asked.

“I’m fine. Is it working?” Jules asked, lids pressed tightly together. She vibrated with her power, restraining her intensity so she didn’t cause harm to the ship and her friend.

“It’s doing the trick. It looks like we’ve got them trapped.” Suma’s voice was comforting, but this wouldn’t be over quickly. She’d still need to face Lan’i in order to save Patty, but she had the crystal gadget to deal with him. Thinking about it made Jules set a hand to the device strapped to her left forearm.

“Sergo’s moving us away from the planet,” Dean said, his approval clear from his tone. He was on the verge of bringing his sister home, and Jules couldn’t wait until this misadventure was behind them.

Jules snapped her eyes open and peered at the screen Suma had activated along the wall. The freighter was inside a green barrier, being dragged toward Light. Jules smiled but remained vigilant. She had to be cautious, because she didn’t expect Lan’i to go quietly.

“Wait. Something’s happening.” Suma’s tone was panicked, and Jules saw why. The tractor beam’s color shifted from green to blue, and just as suddenly, it vanished, the freighter racing away, moving for the world below.

“Damn it!” Dean shouted. “We can’t let them take Patty.”

“You’re right,” Jules said, pushing past him. She darted into the hangar, finding one of the Kraski ships nearby. It was the same one her parents had used so many years ago, and Jules pressed the ramp open with the slap of her palm. “You coming?” she asked Dean, and he ran to her.

“Of course.”

“Stop! Jules, you can’t do this!” Suma was chasing after them, but Jules ignored her, shutting the door as the two of them entered the ship. She ran to the compact cockpit and powered it up as quickly as she could. Dean sat beside her, and soon they were lifting from the floor.

“Jules, what do you think you’re doing?” Papa’s concerned voice carried through the speakers, and she almost muted it before replying.

“I have to save her. I can’t let Patty be taken by O’ri. I can’t.” Jules maneuvered the sleek white Kraski vessel from the hangar floor, flew it through the open barrier along the edge of Light, and chased after the freighter. They were already near the planet, and it filled their viewscreen.

“If this wasn’t so scary, I’d be mesmerized by the sight,” Dean told her. “Thank you.”

“For what?” she asked, her stare not breaking from the viewer.

“For helping.”

Jules gave him a wry grin. “It’s what I do.”

The ship jostled as they moved deeper in orbit, lowering along the same trajectory as Lan’i flew, and soon they were within the atmosphere. Jules wished they were wearing their armored Gatekeeper EVAs, mostly for Dean’s sake. Judging by the lack of vegetation, she doubted there was breathable air on the surface.

“See if there’s an EVA on board,” she told him. “Anything.”

Dean nodded, hopping over the bench seat toward the cargo hold. She continued flying lower, and he returned a few minutes later wearing an older model of the Alliance’s EVAs. “I think it’s your dad’s. Almost fits,” he said through the external speakers. It wasn’t armored, but at least he wouldn’t die if he stepped off the ship. She imagined she could have sent a shield around him, but truthfully, she was going to need all her focus.

The landscape was coming to them quickly, and she gasped as the sunlight reflected off the deep purple crystals jutting from the ground. Here it was darker than any other spot they’d seen from above, telling her this was where the Zan’ra rested.

The freighter was ten times the size of the Kraski ship, and it settled to the surface, the long landing gear deploying from the belly of the Pleva Corp craft. She lowered a few hundred yards away, and they darted for the rear of the ship.

Jules didn’t risk breathing the air as she pushed the shield around her. Dean stood with a pulse rifle in his grip, staring toward the freighter, his eyes intense behind the glare of his helmet’s mask. They stepped onto the planet, Jules first, Dean instinctively remaining a foot behind.

“Where are they?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Still on board.” Jules wanted to tell Dean to stay on their vessel, but there was no way he’d listen. Plus, a part of her needed him there. She walked for the freighter, taking careful steps over the uneven gemstone beneath her feet. Dean nearly tripped on it, but quickly recovered, cursing under his breath.

The freighter finally opened, and when Jules was only a hundred yards away, Lan’i emerged, covered in a blue shield. Patty was enclosed in one too, and Jules looked closely, seeing tendrils connecting the two spheres of energy.

“Patty!” Dean shouted, and Jules saw the older girl’s smirk even from here. He ran toward his sister, and Jules hurried after him, shouting a warning.

He stopped when he was close enough to speak to her without yelling, and Jules heard the desperation in his voice. “Patty. What are you doing? Come to Light with me.”

Patty continued smiling, her eyes open too wide, her smile too broad. “I don’t think so, big brother.”

“Why? What are you hoping to accomplish?” he asked.

“You wouldn’t understand.” Patty peered at Lan’i, and Jules followed her gaze, making eye contact with the Zan’ra boy. He seemed bored with their conversation already.

“Try me. Make me understand,” Dean pleaded.

“Fine. You’ve always been the golden child, and no matter what I’ve done, it’s never been good enough for Mom and Dad. It’s always Dean this, and did you hear about Dean that? It’s sickening.” Her stare broke from her brother and landed on Jules. “And you… we were best friends, and you ditched me. You left me behind for this new life, and not once thought about me.”

Jules’ heart twinged at the words, and she saw the tears forming in her friend’s eyes. “Patty, I didn’t mean to…”

“Sure you did. I was dead weight, no use to you. If I couldn’t help you become a Gatekeeper sooner, I was irrelevant. And don’t even get me started on whatever it is that’s going on between you. Pushed me right out, each of you taking my place for the other.” She cried openly now, and Lan’i moved closer.

“Come, my princess. It’s time.”

He spoke English; another Zan’ra ability, perhaps. Jules felt so foolish. She had no idea what they… or she was capable of, and didn’t think she was prepared for what was about to happen.

“You can’t go with him,” Jules said.

“Why not?”

“Because you don’t want to be a puppet for O’ri. He’s evil.” Jules moved toward Patty, but she floated backwards beside Lan’i.

“It’s not like that, Jules. You of all people should understand. You’re still you, yet you have Ja’ri within.” How did Patty know this?

Something had been bothering Jules, and she posed the question now. “How did you let him out? How did you speak to Lan’i?”

“You’re all so busy with yourselves that no one even noticed I was gone. I spent hours in there, watching him. I dozed off inside the room one day, and he met me in my dreams. Told me how to free him.” Patty looked pleased with herself. It was so obvious that Lan’i was only using her, a means to an end, but she didn’t see it, and explaining that wouldn’t help. It would only push her farther away.

“And the Pleva Corp ship?” Dean asked.

“A convenience, is all,” Lan’i told them. “Come. We’re done here.”

“Patty.” Dean ran forward. “Mom and Dad are missing.”

Patty stopped in her tracks. “What do you mean, missing?”

“They’re gone. The portal on Horizon has vanished from the Crystal Map. We think… there’s a new enemy… or an old one… the Arnap,” Dean told her.

Patty remained motionless, but Lan’i was having none of it. “We have no time for this. These people mean nothing to the Zan’ra. You will have all the powers you’ve ever dreamed of, like your once friend Ja’ri. Isn’t that what you seek?”

Patty nodded, and they turned, racing away from the ships and Jules and Dean. “Stay here!” Jules flew after them, higher into the sky, and she quickly spotted their destination. The ground was so dark purple, it could have been black. Lan’i lowered the pair in the center of a courtyard; sharp crystals jutted from the ground in a clean circle.

Clouds rolled in, and lightning flashed with far more intensity than an early storm should have held. She remembered her parents describing their quest on the Iskios world, when they thought they were finding the Theos, and the rainstorm that hit them so hard. That must have been Ja’ri coming to life, reaching out to latch on to a lifeform. She’d taken Jules, a helpless baby in her mother’s womb. Today, O’ri would take Patty, and Jules had no idea what, if any, of her friend would be left in the aftermath.

A fork of bright purple slammed into Jules’ shield, knocking her askew, then another and another, until she was falling toward the ground. She tossed a barrier at the ground just in time to keep her from flattening like a pancake on the hard surface. She found she could breathe even without the sphere, but she shot it up again regardless.

“Patty! Don’t do this! You have a choice! Return with us to Light, and help us find your parents.” Jules floated over the angry crystal fence and screamed when she saw the lightning begin to focus on the courtyard. It shot flash after flash into the middle where Patty stood, and her friend cried out in agony. Lan’i floated beside her, his eyes wild, his arms spread apart.

“Patty!” Jules moved to intercept them, but Patty shot a beam of energy stronger than any Jules had ever encountered. She was blasted back a hundred yards and landed forcefully.

The girl hovered over them now, Lan’i beside her. Jules saw them long enough to notice the bright burning purple eyes glowing in her friend’s face, before the pair of the Zan’ra departed, leaving Jules on the ground below. Dean caught up to her and watched as his sister flew away, intact with the powers to match Jules’ own.

“I’m sorry, Dean. I’m so sorry.” Jules lay there, and Dean didn’t say a word as the two Zan’ra grew to specks in the atmosphere, and then there was nothing.

____________

“What are we going to do?” Mary asked, and I paced the meeting room, making my tenth or so lap.

The entire bridge crew was present, and we’d asked Sarlun to join us from Shimmal. He’d come through the portal an hour ago, and already his expression told me he was exhausted after the intense conversations.

“We have to go after her,” Dean told us.

“Son, we don’t have any idea…” Sarlun started to say.

“Don’t call me that.” Dean was upset, and I didn’t blame him.

“Sarlun is right. We have absolutely no clue where Patty and Lan’i went, but Regnig and Fontem do have more to work with. They’ll search high and low, and team up with Jules to track their next moves, and you can join their group, Dean.” I stopped walking, facing the youth. His eyes were red, the bags under them telling me he hadn’t slept an ounce in the last day since his sister had departed the system.

Dean only nodded, his chin falling to his chest as he bowed his head, giving up the fight for now. Jules remained at his side, staying quiet as we discussed the plans. She’d filled me in on Fontem and Regnig’s theories about Lom of Pleva’s goals, and the Deity that might be able to help, but I didn’t like any of it. There were so many things escalating, and my head threatened to burst from all the decisions we needed to make.

“Which brings us to Mary’s question. What are we going to do?” Slate asked. He sat near the head of the table, with Loweck next to him. She sat straight-backed, listening intently.

“I want to hear from every one of you. Sergo, what do you suggest?” I asked the Padlog, and he appeared shocked to be called upon.

“I’d… we’re so close to returning Brik home. We should finish that mission, and then we wouldn’t need to continue here any longer. It would allow us to find the system Magnus was heading to, and check into the welfare of Horizon,” Sergo suggested, mirroring my own thoughts on our next move.

“Very good. Walo?” I asked.

“I think Sergo’s idea is sound,” Walo replied.

“Suma?”

She nodded. “I can get behind Sergo’s plan.”

I peered at Mary, and she gave me a tight-lipped nod, and my gaze settled on Dean. “And you? Does that sound reasonable? We drop Brik off, find your parents, and search for Patty while we travel to their aid.” I laid it out as clearly as I could, and he had no choice but to agree with the strategy.

“Okay. Thank you for caring, everyone,” Dean said quietly.

“Then it’s settled. Unless anyone has any objections?” When no one raised any, I tapped the lights on and closed the star map. We were only five hundred kilometers from the wormhole’s entrance, and I took a deep breath. “Let’s move to the bridge, and Rivo, can you ask Brik to meet us there? I’d like him to be with us while we make the final trek through the wormhole.”

“Consider it done, Captain.” Rivo rose, leaving the space first. Soon it was only Mary, Jules, and me in the meeting room, everyone else already gone.

“Papa, I have a bad feeling about this,” Jules told me.

“With Patty? Why?” Mary asked.

Jules didn’t make eye contact, and her left arm curved over her stomach like it ached. “Not that. It’s… something else. The wormhole. I don’t know. It’s probably just Patty. Can I join you on the bridge?”

“You bet. Let’s get this over with. I need to find out what happened to Magnus. Mary, did we ever obtain the details of their destination?” I asked.

“We did. I’ll plug them in on the bridge, and we can have a look at the system.” Mary turned, leading us out of the meeting room. This trip had been a challenge, but at least we were near the end of it.

____________

Everyone convened on the bridge for the final act of this mission. The wormhole loomed a short distance away, and I confirmed with Suma and Sergo that it was by no means affecting our trajectory. Suma had a general understanding of wormholes, and Mary and I had traveled through them on our first trip from Earth to Haven in the year after the Event. That didn’t change the fact that I was nervous about bringing our immense starship through this one.

The Ginda system was quiet: no life among the ten planets. Part of me wanted to explore the world where Patty had just been infused with the Zan’ra, but time was also against us when it came to Magnus and Nat. The communicator sat in my pocket, and I touched it through the uniform fabric, silently willing my friend to contact me.

Brik stood near the left edge, staring at the giant viewscreen. For the first time, Light’s bridge felt lived in, not so white and gray and sterile. It was still bright and shiny, but with all these people on, their fears and excitement raging in their human and alien bodies, the place had a new sense of wonder to it.

Mary was beside me, her frown indicating she was trying to solve the Patty puzzle, and Jules was with Dean, quietly talking beside Suma’s console on my right. Jules was comforting Dean, and I thought the older boy was doing fairly well staying composed. I don’t think I’d have been as strong when I was eighteen.

Looking straight at the wormhole was like staring into a black pit, and we saw thousands of pinpricks of light beyond.

“Captain, I’ve been unable to connect the star positions across the rift to match anything on our records,” Suma said. “This could be because it’s projecting images of stars from all around its path.”

“Okay. Brik, are you prepared?” I asked, and he kept gawking forward, his long tail moving like a snake behind him.

Finally he turned, nodding to me, his words echoing through the bridge’s translator. “I am ready to go home.”

Sarlun remained with us on the ship, and he stood behind Slate and me, with Regnig and Fontem. The trio were silent as Sergo directed us forward and toward the wormhole.

“On your word, Captain,” the Padlog man said.

I took a lengthy breath, pausing before exhaling. This was it. One more stop before finding Magnus and Natalia. This trip hadn’t gone as we’d expected, not with Jules and this Lan’i, not to mention losing Patty to the Zan’ra. I’d decided to come out of retirement, and perhaps this was my punishment for being away for too long.

“Sergo, bring us through.”

I clutched Mary’s hand as we stood in front of our seats. The air was thick with tension; everyone seemed to take a sharp intake at the same moment, and the nose of our ship entered the wormhole. One second we were in the Ginda system; the next we were transported somewhere else, no worse for the wear. “Scans!” I called, and heard Rivo reply quickly.

“Light is in optimal working order, sir. We’ve deployed the probes…” She stopped herself as we saw the destruction before us on the viewscreen.

“My God. What is this?” Slate asked, stepping forward. He walked down the center aisle, between the main helm consoles, and I trailed after him, my brain trying to process what I was seeing.

The planet was some distance from the fold in space, but it was close enough for Suma to zoom and uncover something from our nightmares. Dozens of massive ships floated near the world; a giant space station hung there, between the planet and twin moons.

“Brik, are these your people?” I asked hesitantly. I was confident they weren’t. The design was nothing like the Ritair aesthetics.

Brik’s eyes were watering, his entire body gone stiff. His words relayed through the translator slowly as he stuttered his response. “This… can’t be. These are… the Arnap.”

Fontem was beside me, arms crossed over his chest. “Dean, I told you they never lose.”

I contemplated the puzzle and shook my head. “I’m sorry, Brik.” He’d finally been found, saved from the Collector, only to return to their new colony world to see that they’d been destroyed, perhaps enslaved by the same race that had bullied them from their home on Sterona. Anger filled my being, and I wanted to lash out at something, or someone.

Slate appeared to notice, and he became the common sense in the room. “Boss, there are too many of them. We’re going to have to retreat. By now, they may have located us.”

He was right, but how could we abandon the Ritair?

“If it’s any consolation, there’s no way they left the people alive.” Fontem’s words were of little help.

“Papa, we can’t abandon them. We can’t let the Arnap win!” Jules darted across the bridge, Dean at her heels.

“Honey, we’re armed like no other starship, but not enough to fight evenly.” I pointed at the image of the ten warships, each half the size of Light. The Arnap vessels were wide and stocky, and from what I could see, heavily loaded with munitions of all kinds. I saw a version of the pulse cannon protruding from the underbelly, the railguns along the sides. There would be countless other devices attached, some we likely hadn’t seen before, and I wasn’t willing to risk my crew and my family on this.

“Observe, record, report,” Mary whispered, staring at the viewscreen with everyone else.

“I don’t understand. If they have this much force out here, what of the planet Magnus was checking…” It hit me like a slap in the face. “Mary, did you give Suma the details from Sarlun?”

“They’re loaded.” Mary jogged to Suma and leaned over the console, her fingers typing quickly. A map appeared on the left edge of the viewscreen, and Mary cursed under her breath. She glanced over to me with panic on her face. “Dean, this is it. We’re in the same location that Magnus and Natalia had been heading on their mission.”

“How can this be?” I asked, peering at Sarlun.

“They didn’t know there was a wormhole that would take them here via Ginda. How could they have?” Sarlun asked.

“Are you saying my parents are here?” Dean asked, blocking my view of the screen.

“I’m not saying anything,” I told him.

“But this was their destination? They were coming to investigate the genocide of the Ritair? Brik’s people?” he asked, his voice climbing in volume.

Brik was a mess. He’d fallen to the ground and was repeating a mantra through his cries. His people were gone.

“We can’t confirm if Horizon…” I started, but Walo called to me.

“Captain, I’ve run a scan, and we’ve found their ship,” Walo told us, and I pushed past Dean to her console.

“Where?”

The image on the viewscreen shifted, and there she was: the familiar starship. The first human-led Alliance vessel… Horizon. It was dead: no lights on the exterior, nothing showing it had power. “Get me a readout.”

“Sensors picking up some energy inside. Most of the ship has been compromised,” Suma advised, and the image zoomed again, showing a chunk of Horizon missing. Hunks of the vessel floated nearby, along with some bodies, and my stomach clenched.

“We have to help them!” Dean shouted. He’d just lost his sister, and now he was being forced to see this. Slate grabbed the boy, dragging him from the screen.

“Calm down, Dean. We’re going to figure this out,” Slate urged him, but the young man was anything but relaxed, and I couldn’t blame him.

“Captain, it appears as though we’ve been detected. Something is moving toward us,” Loweck said. “Scratch that. Two warships are heading this way from near their world.”

The planet was halfway across the system, and Horizon was much closer to our position. I had an idea. “Time to intercept?”

“One hour and twelve minutes, Captain,” Loweck said.

“Do the math. How long to Horizon, then again through the wormhole?” I asked.

“Thirty-nine minutes.” Loweck glanced at me, and everyone awaited instructions.

I knew I should order us to return to Ginda, but I couldn’t, not with Magnus and Nat potentially alive inside there. “What are we waiting for? That gives us a half-hour to find survivors!”
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Five of them piled into the Kraski ship, making it a tight squeeze. Papa and Mom slipped into their EVAs, while Uncle Zeke piloted them across the short distance to Horizon. Dean had been forced to stay behind on Light, and Jules’ heart had almost broken as he’d fought to get onto the vessel with them.

She leaned over the pilot’s seat, watching as the Alliance starship grew in the viewscreen. The battle had destroyed a lot of the craft, and Slate maneuvered them around floating debris. Jules recognized some workout equipment from the gym, and came across a few bodies frozen in horror. Loweck grabbed her gun, holding it at her chest in reaction, and Jules wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen the woman so angry before. She and Slate had worked on Horizon, had lived among the crew.

“I wish we knew what happened,” Slate said.

“Magnus arrived and found more than he bargained for. He must have gotten too close. He had no idea how bad these Arnap were,” her dad speculated.

“He wasn’t one to back down from a fight,” Slate said.

“He isn’t one to back down, Slate. Watch your tongue,” Mary corrected.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.” He shut his mouth as they entered the ship through a misshapen gap carved out of the hull.

It looked like they were landing near the once-beautiful courtyard, and the ship used magnetic latches to affix to the floor. The vacuum of space had torn so much from the interior, and the plants were gone, the familiar waterfall no longer there. It was like walking into a nightmare.

“Bridge, we’re inside Horizon,” Papa told them.

“Unknown crafts are on their way. ETA is forty-nine minutes,” Sergo advised through the speakers.

“Activate your boots,” Papa told the others as they quickly worked their way to the rear of the Kraski ship. The ramp was lowered, and Jules floated down in her sphere, not bothering with the EVA.

The others landed on the floor, their boots clicking to the metal. “Mary, go with Jules to the sealed-off section near the residences, see if there are survivors. Slate, Loweck, and I will check on the bridge. The sensors showed it was airtight as well.”

With the orders given, Jules hovered in her green energy sphere beside her mother as they walked away from the transporter. They only had twenty minutes, so they had to make this fast. Jules tried to force away her revulsion at seeing the ship like this. She had so many fond memories of this place. It was hard to imagine it was in this current state. She told herself it was just a dream, that she’d wake up tomorrow, and Dean could go with Patty to visit his parents for the weekend on Horizon, but it didn’t work. All she felt was an emptiness in the pit of her stomach.

“Jules, can you…” Mary pointed to the elevators, and Jules nodded, sending a strand of energy forward. The doors slid open, and they climbed inside the lift. The light emanating from her body was enough to show the way, and Jules saw her reflection in the shiny metal walls. What was she? Why had she always been so quick to accept the fact that she had glowing eyes and could do all these things?

Suddenly, she hated what she saw. Was she really just a girl who’d been infused with a Zan’ra’s entity? Would this Ja’ri take over at some point? There were too many things going on in her mind, and the fact that they were moving through the skeleton of Horizon nearly pushed her over the edge.

“Jules, stay with me.” Her mom took her hand, and Jules realized she was crying as her powers moved the elevator up the shaft. “We’re going to make it through this.”

Her mom’s voice was comforting, and Jules latched to it, letting it guide her away from the ball of despair clouding her thoughts. “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

Mary smiled at her through the helmet’s glass front. “I love you too.”

They arrived on the proper deck, and Jules opened the doors, floating through before her mother.

Every corridor had a main door that would seal in case of an emergency. Each deck had approximately thirty of these doors, allowing for things like fires or gas leaks to be dealt with safely. The entry to the crew quarters was the same way, and they approached the thicker metal slab, Jules fully aware that there was no air on this side, but the other would be safe to breathe behind.

This passageway had something like an airlock, and the one between this corridor and the suites on the other side had a decontamination spray as well. They moved through the first doorway, and Jules ensured it was locked and secured behind them before using her abilities to open the next slab.

She could only hope her loved ones were securely stowed away behind here. The door opened, and Jules floated inside.

____________

Each step took us closer to the bridge. Once we passed through the courtyard, we’d located the door and used the manual lever to enter the hub of the ship. From there, we took the proper path toward the bridge, using stairs instead of the dead elevator. We were protected from the vacuum of space, but the gravity generator was down along with everything else. Our armored EVA lights shone over the walls and floor as we moved as fast as we could, and Slate lifted a hand as we rounded a bend.

“There’s someone ahead,” he said, and I peered over the corner. The body floated there, and then I saw another, and another. The crew members were dead. I swallowed hard, and we moved past them. I recognized some and glanced to see burn holes where they’d been shot with pulse beams.

“The Arnap were on board,” Slate said, taking the lead. His pulse rifle was raised, but I didn’t suspect any of them remained. This had probably happened a while ago.

We stumbled across another dead being, this one likely the enemy we’d never seen before. They weren’t large, not like the Bhlat or Keppe. This one was slender, tall but strong. I’d seen a short brief on the beings, and I guessed she was a female. The face was gray, ridged lines ran up and over its head from the brows to the spine, and its eyes were black, staring toward me.

A few more deceased Arnap were around, but we spotted far more of the Horizon crew here than the enemy. Finally, we found the bridge, and I checked in with the bridge on Light, learning we had fourteen minutes to return to the courtyard and get the hell out of here.

The bridge was closed, and with no power on the ship, it was designed to stay that way. But I was a captain, and had been given the knowledge no one else would have been provided. I slid a panel open on the right edge of the entrance and found the nine-digit keypad, using it to enter the Alliance code reserved for situations like this.

The bridge doors sprang open, and the gunfire nearly hit me. It did strike Slate and deflected off his armored suit, sending him reeling to the side. I ducked away, trying to find the source of the weapon, and there it was. The Arnap was crouched behind the console that Suma used to sit at when I was on board, and she fired again. I glanced around, finding no one else, until a body came floating near the rear of the bridge. I focused on the target. The Arnap was armored too, its boots affixed to the ground like ours.

Slate and Loweck appeared to have a secret language, and they nodded to one another, using hand signals, and I held back as Slate entered the bridge, staying low and rushing to the left. He took fire, and Loweck ran to the right, jumping higher than humanly possible, and she landed near the Arnap, kicking out and sending the enemy’s gun floating away.

I followed them inside, pistol raised, and moved straight to the enemy, aiming at its head.

This one was bigger than the others, and it opened its mouth, revealing an extra row of teeth on the top. They were jagged and sharp, longer than the others.

“Dean Parker,” she said in a heavily accented voice. She wasn’t wearing a helmet, and Loweck slashed out, striking the woman in the face.

I moved toward her, my heart racing hard. “How do you know my name?”

She laughed, the sound terrifying. “I didn’t believe him, but after all these years, it happened.”

“Who?” Loweck hit her again, and the woman licked the blood away from her lips. “He asked you a question!”

I raised a hand, indicating her to stop the violent attack. “How do you know my name?” My voice was a whisper.

“He visited me a long time ago. Told me you’d come here.” She grinned wide, her sharp teeth covered in thick blue blood.

A door opened, and ten Arnap poured from Magnus’ office at the far end of the bridge.

____________

The corridors were empty, but there was blood on the floor, dark red smears covering a lot of the ground. Jules saw some along the walls too, and she hurried, anxious to find someone.

“We only have twelve minutes,” Mary told her, and she nodded, barely processing her mom’s words. Her veins pulsed with energy, and she saw the blood streaks end at Magnus’ suite. Maybe they were alive!

She banged on the door. “It’s us! It’s Jules and Mary!”

She waited a moment longer, and when no one replied, she tore the door from the jamb, thrusting it farther down the hall with a loud clatter. She rushed into the suite, past the bedrooms and into the living room. A gun pointed at her, and she saw the robots first.

Dubs stood guard, a pulse rifle in his metal hands. The NannyBot was beside him, and Carey and Charlie ran toward Jules, barking at the abrupt intrusion.

“It’s us.” Jules let the shield down, settling to the ground. Her mom ran by her, past the robots and to the two humans sprawled out on the couches. It was Leslie and Natalia, and blood crusted both of their faces. Auntie Natalia’s arm was bandaged and wrapped in a sling, and she appeared to be sleeping, or worse. But her chest rose and fell, as did Leslie’s, telling Jules they were alive.

“Dubs! What happened?” she asked the pilot robot.

“They were waiting for us.”

“How did they find out?” Mary asked, kneeling at her best friend’s side.

“That is unclear. We didn’t stand a chance. I’m afraid to say that the captain ordered me to escort his wife and the commander to this suite, but we encountered resistance along the way. We made it, but many others didn’t.” Dubs stood firmly beside the NannyBot, and the dogs stopped barking. They came to Jules, and she petted them quickly before remembering they were running out of time.

“We have to go.” Jules didn’t think there was a way to transport the unconscious forms to the ship, but the two robots each grabbed one. Mary picked up the fussing dogs, and Jules took the lead.

“Where’s Magnus?” she asked.

“He was on the bridge,” Dubs said.

“Dean, give us an update. We found Natalia and Leslie alive. Status?” Mary asked, but it was clear she received no response. “Jules, I’m going to need you to help us get onto the ship, then you have to find your father.” Her mom was trying to speak calmly as they ran toward the courtyard, but it was clear how scared she was.

Jules filled with power, her sphere encompassing her once again. “I won’t let anything happen to him.”

____________

Mary’s voice passed into my earpiece, and I relaxed slightly at the news that Nat and Leslie were alive. I wanted to reply but couldn’t do it quite yet.

“Let me guess. Was he about this tall?” I lifted my hand over my head a good foot above me. “Half machine… really ugly?”

She almost seemed surprised by my guess, and she nodded in confirmation that Lom of Pleva had somehow predicted this moment. I thought about the time-travel device, and his goal of merging the timelines collectively. He might not be showing up in our timeline after twenty years, like I’d thought for so long, but it was clear he had other means of sending information to our dimension from wherever he was.

“He said you were a smart one.”

“And you never met him, did you? In person?” I asked.

“I didn’t…. I don’t need to banter with you, Parker. I’m only here to detain you. I’m afraid your friends aren’t part of the bargain.” One of the Arnap fired, striking Loweck square in the chest. Her armored suit deflected the blow, but they would only hold out for so long.

“Impressive technology. Too bad it’s not going to save your lives.” She stepped toward me, but I was still holding my pulse pistol. There were ten of them, and my odds were poor, but I couldn’t let them win, not like this. Slate was steady as a rock beside me, his rifle ready to blast someone at the drop of a hat.

“How about you step away, and I won’t shoot you in the head,” I warned her, but she only smiled again.

“Do you want to end up like your friend?” she asked.

I wasn’t going to be taken by the bait. “I said step off.”

She moved a yard closer. I knew there were at least ten guns pointed at me, but I didn’t budge. “Him. The captain. He put up quite the fight.” She pointed to the far side of the bridge, to the floating body near the office, and I groaned. I allowed myself a quick glance, and saw she was right.

Magnus was dead, and his body slowly rotated, turning to face us. Even from this far, in the half dark, I knew it was him. Grief flooded me, and my arm went slack for a moment. One of the Arnap took the opportunity to fire again, this time at Slate, and my hand went rigid. The pulse pistol rose, and I pulled the trigger, shooting their leader in the face.

The room erupted into chaos.


Twenty-Three

With everyone returned to the Kraski ship, Jules tore through the other craft, melting walls along the corridors as she went. Her sphere burned hot like a star, and she found the bridge entrance in under a minute. According to her math, they had five minutes to return to their ship in order to beat the incoming Arnap through the wormhole.

She paused, not wanting to hurt her dad or Slate and Loweck. Instead of entering at the main doors, she scorched through the wall, opting to come out the rear of the bridge, making her own entrance.

She heard gunfire inside, and hurried, pressing past the divide and onto the bridge near Uncle Magnus’ office. Jules emerged and instantly saw the room was filled with bright beams cutting through the space. She bumped into a body, and it spun toward her.

“Uncle Magnus…” His eyes were open, his face locked in a frown. How could this…

“Jules!” Papa’s voice was frantic, and she broke from her daze, seeing Loweck on the ground, Slate being blasted by the Arnap, and Papa crouched behind a console, the four upright Arnap moving toward him.

For every time Jules wished she didn’t have the power of the Zan’ra, she pushed harder. For every strange glance she’d received as a young girl, and for every comment whispered under the breath of another student, Jules filled with energy. For Patty, for the lost crew of Horizon. For her Uncle Magnus who she loved like a father, and for the loss of her own innocence. She was only fifteen, but too much had happened, too many hardships for someone so young, and she knew this as she filled, her fury at the Arnap and the universe consuming her.

It was like fighting the Sprites all over again, except then she had been wilder, unsure of her own actions. She knew now.

Everything slowed as she stopped time. She was Zan’ra; of this there was no doubt.

Jules walked casually through the bridge, each beat of her heart bending space and time on the outside of her sphere. She moved to the first Arnap, a tall man with thick ridges running away from his brow over his bald gray head. She pointed at him, and he incinerated until there was nothing but spectral dust remaining.

Papa was frozen with everyone else, and she wanted to console him, but there would be time later. She peered at the next enemy, and it burst into nothingness. Then the other, and finally, the last of them vanished.

Jules didn’t stop there. She walked to the viewscreen, and saw the incoming Arnap warships, three of them in total. She lifted from the ground again and passed through the viewer, her sphere vibrating so fast, she could make the transition without disrupting the structure of the barrier. That was new. Something had snapped inside her, and she understood more than ever.

Trauma had healed the broken links. Pain and loss had connected the last remaining circuits together, and she smiled as she floated toward the incoming fleet. The ships were huge, menacing hunks of metal and electrical systems.

Jules felt the flesh and blood behind the hulls, the hundreds of Arnap, who were forever her enemies. They’d killed the Ritair, the beings from Sterona, the planet of her birth, the world her father had first traveled through the portals to. That world connected it all, had started the path for Papa that had led them here, and Jules couldn’t let these beings exist any longer.

The first ship buckled inward, the exterior hull bending as she pressed her palms. She floated a kilometer away, the thing huge and imposing from this close, but she had nothing to fear from them. She slapped her hands together and the warship splattered; pieces of it floated where an entire warship had sat one breath before.

She unfroze time now, wanting the others to know they were being destroyed, wanting the Arnap to feel pain as the Ritair had as they’d been attacked on their colony, their safe haven from the bullies. They’d spent twenty-five years making colony ships, being forced from Sterona, and after all that time, and countless years over on this side of the wormhole, they’d been killed. For what?

Jules duplicated the action, wrecking the other two ships as she had the first. She glanced back, staring toward Horizon, before heading toward the planet halfway across the star system.

____________

My lungs filled with my EVA’s recycled air, and I gaped around the room. The Arnap were all dead, four of them gone. A smear on the ground was left behind where they’d been.

“Boss, what the hell was that?” Slate asked, staggering to his feet. We helped Loweck up, and she blinked a few times, shaking off the cobwebs.

“Mary, come in.” I said, and my wife’s voice carried to my ear.

“We’re waiting for you. I sent Jules to help,” she told me.

“I think… I think she did.” I walked to the viewscreen. Even with the ship powered off, our screens remained functional – at least until the reserve power ran out, which would take weeks.

“Boss, where are the ships?” Slate asked.

“Jules!” I called, wondering where she’d gone. If she was the one who’d saved us, why didn’t the bridge door open, and where had the incoming warships gone?

“We need to leave,” Loweck said, limping toward the exit.

“She’s right, boss. There could be more to this trap.” Slate grabbed my arm, tugging me away from the viewscreen. I let him, knowing Jules wasn’t on the bridge.

“We can’t leave him.” I ran for Magnus and moved to his office, pulling a blanket from a drawer from a dresser beside his desk. He used to have the occasional nap in there when he was pulling double duty. I used it to cover Magnus, and found a cord to tie it around him. He floated in the no-gravity bridge, and I pulled him along, trying hard not to look at my lifeless friend.

“Dean, something’s happening,” Rivo told me from Light.

“What?” I asked. We moved faster now, Loweck being assisted by her husband. The armor on her leg was dented, but not breached.

“The warships are gone, and… it appears as though the vessels near the planet are vanishing too,” Rivo said.

“Vanishing?” I hurried, entering the courtyard again. The Kraski ship was powered up, the engines vibrating, the thrusters glowing hotly. We climbed up the ramp, both of us carrying Loweck in her heavy suit. She panted as we went, but never complained.

Once we were sealed in with gravity, I unclicked my helmet, tossing it to the ground. Mary was there, rushing forward, wrapping her arms around me. She glanced at the package I’d brought with me. Magnus’ body lay enclosed in the patterned quilt.

“Where is he? Are there no survivors?” she asked, and my lips parted, but no words came out. I only shook my head, casting my gaze to the floor. She understood, and her hand flew to her mouth, a small gasp escaping at the news. “Magnus is dead…”

She glanced at the body and dropped to her knees. “Dubs, get us the hell out of here!” she shouted, and my big commander jumped through the room, racing to the bridge.

“Dubs?” I asked.

“He was with Nat and Leslie,” she informed me.

“Where are they?” I scanned around the cargo hold and moved through it, heading for the bedroom off the kitchen. They were each slumped on one of the beds, and the NannyBot was inside with them.

“Where’s Jules, Dean?” Mary asked.

“She’s taking care of the Arnap.”

“Taking care of them?”

“We have no way of stopping her.”

“Do you even want to?” Mary asked.

I heard Natalia’s Russian-accented voice before I saw her eyes blink. “Magnus… is he…?” Her words were so quiet, but we both knew exactly what she was asking.

I knelt by the bed, taking her hand. My suit was still on, and my glove gripped her hand tightly. “I’m so sorry, Nat.”

“Then let Jules do this. Let them pay for what they’ve done.” Nat’s eyes closed, and she turned from me, facing the wall.

I nodded, not that I had a choice in the matter. I only hoped my daughter would recover after today.

____________

Everything was calm. Jules lost her smile but found she didn’t feel anything at all as she floated closer to the planet. The ships had tried to stop her, to blast her away as she raced toward the Arnap base, but they didn’t know what they were up against. She wasn’t of this time. She was Zan’ra, gifted by the gods, created by the Deities.

She was Ja’ri, and Jules, but most of all, she was destruction.

She spread her palms wide, and the space station tore in two, one chunk dropping into the atmosphere, burning up hotly as it plummeted with the gravitational pull. She searched for signs of the Ritair and found one hidden enclave below. They were scared, hiding near a freshwater lake. It was the only remnant of that race, thanks to the Arnap.

Jules had to rid the system of the enemy. She lowered toward the world. Part of her was affected by the beauty of the planet: the way the clouds danced above the land, the green mountain ranges, the deep oceans brimming with life, unseen by any outside eyes for centuries. She felt a stab of anger that the Arnap also threatened that precious life, not only Brik’s people.

She closed her eyes as she moved five thousand feet above the surface and sent waves of sensors out. There were twenty thousand Arnap on the planet – men, woman, elderly, even children – but they were monsters, no better than the Sprites.

Jules targeted them, feeling the blackness of their hearts, the sludge pumping through their greedy veins, and she screamed, clenching her fists as she raced toward the ground. Their hearts beat as one for a moment, then stopped.

Everything went silent, and she knew that every Arnap on the planet had dropped at the same moment. She was near the lake where the last of the Ritair were tucked away, seeking solitude from the invaders. Her feet touched the grass near the water, and she let the sphere go. Everything rushed at her then, the possession of Ja’ri all but vanished, and she crumbled onto her side, her legs coming up into a fetal position.

She pictured Patty being torn away, her purple eyes mocking Jules as she took off. She saw Uncle Magnus’ dead eyes, and the ships being ripped out of existence. She felt the beating organs cease pumping lifeblood to every Arnap on the planet, and she cried out weakly, tears falling down her cheeks.

“What have I done?”

____________

We found them hours later. It was clear Jules had ended the localized Arnap threat, and I ordered Light to the planet. Our drones showed their cities, familiar to us, as they reminded us of the one we’d lived in on Sterona, only these were filled with the Arnap people we’d only recently seen for the first time. They were all dead.

“We have life signs deeper into the continent, the southern region. Drones have been deployed, but…” Suma glanced at me. “Captain, they’re Ritair.”

Brik was beside me, and he ran to the viewscreen as Suma put the drone’s feed on the left section. It showed a brilliant lake, the bright star reflecting off the glistening surface. There were at least three hundred of the race remaining. They’d formed a circle around something, and I hoped it was her.

“Suma, zoom on the center of their group.” I waited as the drone lowered, and the image refreshed. There she was. Getting to her feet, dusting herself off.

“Jules,” I whispered.

____________

They were worried at first, but Jules found she was able to speak with them somehow, like how Dal’i had talked to her in English. It took a while, like she was running their words through a diagnostic computer, but soon she comprehended their clipped phrases, their hurried speech, and she spoke calmly to them, informing them she was an ally.

“I’m human, with an Alliance of Worlds, and we know of your people,” she told them. The last few hours were a blur, a mangled mess inside her mind, but she knew what she’d done. Somehow she was finally able to compartmentalize it, pushing it down. Never let it out, she told herself, realizing how hard that would be.

“We must be cautious. They will find us. You may have drawn attention to our people. We’ll have to move now, lest the Arnap track your trajectory and lead them to us,” one of their women said. She was pretty, with a long face, her tail thinner than Brik’s.

“You have nothing to fear. The Arnap are no longer a concern.” Jules saw they didn’t believe her. “At least, not here.” Not yet.

She heard the thrusters from far away and peered to the deep blue sky, seeing a shuttle heading toward them from the clouds.

“They are here!” someone shouted.

“We need to hide!” An old Ritair man ran for the hills beside the lake, tripping on a rock.

“Everyone halt!” Jules said, her voice booming across the narrow valley. They stopped in their tracks. She took stock of them, seeing how frightened they were. They wore ragged clothing, the children were thin, and they all stared at her, the strange alien girl with glowing eyes like she was the harbinger of bad news.

“That’s my father. He’s a captain of a great starship, and we have one of your people with us. We’ve been to Sterona. I was born there.” She watched their faces twist in confusion.

“How were you born on Sterona?” one asked.

“That is an old name,” another said.

“Can it be true? Does our ancestral home remain intact?” one of the oldest women there asked.

The ship landed nearby, and the children were pressed to their parents tightly, fearing retribution, but their attitudes instantly shifted as Brik stepped off to reunite with them. Jules saw subtle differences in the man from the Collector’s ship. He was slightly taller, his eyes and lips just different enough to adapt to their environment here, and a few generations was enough to alter the Ritair.

Brik ran over, talking to the people in bursts, and Jules felt relief when Papa and Mom stepped off the shuttle, scanning the region for her. Her gaze locked with Papa’s, and all the pain and torment she’d felt since destroying the Arnap took a back seat to the happiness she felt emanating from her parents.


Twenty-Four

“We’ll eventually bring them to Sterona if they choose to return, but our first order of business is to transport them to Haven. We’ll set up a home for them in the outer quadrants, since we have enough space ready there for such an event,” Mary said, standing at the meeting room’s visual board.

“What are we doing with Horizon?” Slate asked, and we all glanced at Sarlun.

“It’s far past the repair stages, and since the portal stone is… gone, we’ll destroy the remains of the ship and wipe away any clue we were ever here,” Sarlun advised.

It was another mystery. The portal had been removed from the ship, the entire room cut away surgically, and no one could explain what had become of it.

“Jules, you can’t feel it nearby?” Suma asked my daughter. She sat beside me, but she’d stayed silent for the entire meeting so far. Dean wasn’t here. He was in the suite with his mother, and I was grateful someone in his family had been spared during the last few days.

“It’s not here, but I can’t sense it anywhere. It’s almost like it’s vanished,” she said.

“From this dimension,” Fontem said quietly.

“We don’t have time to speculate on that,” I told the Terellion.

These are trying times. Would you mind if Fontem and I returned to Haven posthaste to continue our research? I almost hadn’t seen Regnig. He was on a chair, but his head barely made it over the table, and he had the unfortunate seat beside Slate, where he was hidden by my commander.

“That’s fine. Keep us posted, though,” I told him. I wanted to know everything that pertained to my daughter, as well as our missing Patty. Natalia had offered no emotion when she’d learned of her daughter’s fate, as if she didn’t have enough heart left to understand what we were telling her. She was doing better, but she’d suffered some major contusions and had a lot of blood loss. Her arm was broken, and since it hadn’t been set in two weeks, the doctor had to do some surgery. We were told she’d fully recover, at least physically.

“Okay, we’ll destroy Horizon and return through the wormhole,” I said.

Jules stared at the table. “I’ll do it.”

“What?”

“Horizon, then the wormhole.” She peered up at me, and gave me a faint smile.

“Is that a good idea?” Mary asked her.

“If the Arnap send reinforcements, it’ll be from this end. The Ritair claimed they came three years ago and didn’t use the wormhole to arrive,” Jules said.

She was having a hard time dealing with her actions, but I’d assured her ten times since we’d picked her up that she’d done the right thing. That did little to ease her conscience. “And you think you can do this? Remove the wormhole?”

Jules had told us she understood the Zan’ra more now, and when she tried hard enough, she could tap into the full list of real abilities that came with the powers.

“I believe so. You leave me behind, and I’ll do the rest.” She stood, moving for the exit.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To see Dean.” The door closed behind her, and I glanced at Mary.

“This has been a tough one.” I told the gathered crew. “Good work, everyone. Sergo, can you return us to the bridge, and prepare to exit the system by way of the wormhole? Be on the lookout for any trouble, Loweck. We’ll leave Jules behind.” And trust she returns to us. I left that part out, but it was clear Mary was thinking the same thing.

We all stood now, the meeting adjourned, and Fontem got my attention. Mary stopped at the door, waiting for me, and I told her I’d be right there.

“What is it?” I asked the Terellion passenger.

“I never expected the Zan’ra to be so powerful,” he told me.

I eyed him suspiciously. “Is that right?”

“I’m beginning to understand why the Deities did what they did.” He leaned against the wall.

I frowned at him. “You mean the genocide of their creations?”

“You saw what your daughter did out there. I get that she was protecting us, but if those others can do the same thing, then imagine a whole race of Zan’ra running around out there. One corrupt or evil one, and you put billions of lives at risk,” Fontem said.

Something clicked, and it really bothered me. “Is this why you were suggesting Jules find this Deity and free it? So it can finish the job?” I grabbed him by the collar and slammed him against the boardroom screen.

“Whoa, Dean, it’s not like that. I do believe Lom is trying to …”

“Silence. I don’t buy it. You’ve been keeping enough secrets from me, and I’m beginning to doubt your sincerity. Hear me now. I will never let anything happen to my family. They mean everything to me, and nothing, and I mean nothing will hurt them. Do you understand!” My face was red with anger, the stress and fury at Magnus’ loss boiling over. Fontem’s expression was fearful, and I let him go, stepping away from him.

“Dean, it’s not that… I don’t want the Deities to harm Jules, but… this O’ri is bad news. Regnig only had a tiny fragment of a story, but I know more,” Fontem said.

“Then tell me.”

“I’ll do better. I’ll show you.”

“Show me what?” I asked.

“My real treasures are far away.” Fontem smiled, and I found myself believing him again.

“And what is there?”

“You want secrets? I have old secrets. More than you could imagine.”

____________

Jules watched as Light exited the system, and suddenly, she was alone. Nothing moved, and she peered toward the distant planet. She hadn’t allowed herself to view the aftermath of her attack on the Arnap, but she could still feel their lives being snuffed out every time she closed her eyes.

Horizon was a shell of a ship, the portal stone removed, a gaping hole in the side of it. There was nothing left on board but an entire crew, dead from the attack. So many losses, so many friends and workers she’d grown up visiting and seeing. The big guards from Bazarn that had protected the portal were gone too.

She now understood Fontem’s discussion of the time-travel device, because she wanted to return to a previous time where Magnus was alive, where she could watch Dean and his father interact again. But Fontem warned them against it, and it might be for the best that Papa had lost the Delineator. Fontem told her about his obsession with his wife after she’d died. He used to travel back and visit her, like a stalker, until he could no longer take it. He’d done it for years, nearly driving himself mad.

At that moment, thinking about everything that recently transpired, Jules understood his motives only too well.

She smiled as she closed her hands, and with a pulse of power, Horizon crumbled into billions of microscopic specks of matter.

“Goodbye, everyone. Thank you for your sacrifice,” she told the crew.

There was nothing left for her here. Jules floated toward the wormhole, and for a moment considered not using it, not destroying it, and plotting another destination for herself. Trying to find Patty and Lan’i, maybe traveling to the world the Deity had called to her from, to see if she could converse with it before freeing the god.

She had too many unknowns about her future, but deep down, she couldn’t do it. People needed her. Dean needed her, and so did her parents. Hugo too. And truth be told, she couldn’t make it without their support.

Jules flew to the rift in space and passed into it without another second’s delay.

When she arrived on the other side, she filled her sphere with a force unlike any she’d ever encountered before. It wasn’t built of hate or anger like the last time, as she’d destroyed the Arnap, but of understanding and love, a perfect balance to her previous use of the intense powers. The wormhole glimmered, ripples casting on the inside before it closed without so much as a flash of light. It simply shrank and disappeared forever.

She returned to Light, which was waiting for her arrival a few thousand kilometers away, and once she was in the hangar, she decided it was time to find Dean. They needed to talk.

Jules walked to the crew quarters and found him as she approached his suite. He was just leaving, and he seemed surprised to see her.

“Ju, did you…?”

She nodded. “It’s done.”

“That was quick.”

She grinned at him. “No reason to dawdle. Look… can I…” She pointed at her door, and he nodded, following her into their quarters.

“Your dad’s in there with Mom,” Dean told her as the door closed behind them.

“How’s she doing?” Jules hadn’t brought herself to see his mom yet. She was too scared that seeing Auntie Natalia would be too much, and that she’d break down, and she needed to be strong.

“They did some surgery and inserted robotics in her right arm.” Dean absently rubbed his own arm as he followed her to the living room. She took a seat, and patted the couch beside her.

“I know we haven’t had a lot of time to talk, or to deal with what happened, but I wanted to say I’m sorry,” she told him.

“For what?”

“For letting Patty get away…”

“You did everything you could, Ju. You’re amazing.” His hand found hers. It was warm. “Not only that, but you fought for my dad. You avenged him, and I’ll never be able to repay you.”

“I killed them all,” she whispered.

“I wish I’d done it.” Dean met her gaze, and she could tell that he meant what he said.

“No, you don’t. You don’t want to live with this,” Jules told him.

“You’re not alone, Ju, because we’ll take on the guilt together, okay? For everything. Patty, my dad, the deaths of all those Arnap. You…”

She pressed her lips to his, and he didn’t pull back, for an instant. Then he did, and he shook his head. “We can’t do this. You’re still a girl… and…”

Jules saw it, the fear in his eyes at what she was. “A monster.”

“No. It’s nothing like that, Jules. It’s not a good time, not with everything. You’re…”

“Like a sister to you,” she finished, and he didn’t say another word.

“You know that I love you,” he said, not meeting her stare.

She nodded, not asking him to clarify the meaning of the words. “I know.”

He rose from the couch and started for the exit. “I should go.”

She relaxed her shoulders, and when the doors closed, she whispered four words.

“I love you too.”

____________

The room was dimly lit, but I found Natalia on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

“Are you alone?” she asked without directly addressing me.

I sat beside her on the bed. “I am.”

“Good.”

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“About what? The fact that my arm is now that of a robot, or that my daughter ran off and turned into one of those Zan’ra…” She actually laughed, and a tear fell down her cheek. “Or that my husband died trying to save me?”

“Stop it. I know what he meant to you. I do. Of all people, I understand. I was there, I saw you before you’d even talk, the way he’d look at you, dote on you. So stop it. You’re stronger than any of us, and you will make it through this.”

Nat sat up, propping the pillows behind her. “I don’t even need to be in bed anymore. The doctor… fixed me, but I can’t bring myself to get up. I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. Not without a sedative. What’s going to become of me?”

“You’re going to heal, day by day, and when we find your daughter and return her to you, you’re going to be the mother to your two children, like you always have been,” I told her.

“Magnus knew something was going to happen. He was so jumpy the last few weeks, like he was suspecting it. I told him we should turn around, but he wouldn’t do it. He was adamant that if someone needed help, that we’d be there to give it to them.

“We arrived, and they came at us so quickly. They ambushed our ship. Somehow, they’d been expecting us,” she said.

“I know. They told me the same thing.”

“Who were they, really?” Nat asked.

“It sounded like Lom of Pleva was behind it. Not the Ritair part. That was old news. Lom must have indoctrinated someone in the Arnap organization to believe his stories,” I said.

“Did you capture her for questioning?” she asked.

I shook my head, feeling sick to my stomach. “No. I shot her in the face.”

Nat lost her bluster and pulled me into a hug. She stroked my hair, like I was the one in need of a mother, and I laughed at the idea.

“I’m going to miss him,” I told her.

“So am I.”

We talked for a while longer, and by the time we were done, Nat sat up, ready to step out of bed. I helped her to her feet, and she walked aimlessly around the empty suite.

“Would you like me to stay?”

“No. Dean will be here soon. I’ll make something to eat,” she assured me. She looked better, more vital, and already the color was seeping into her cheeks.

I left her there, knowing Natalia of all people would make it through this. I just hoped the rest of us could.

____________

It took a month and a half to reach New Spero. When we arrived, we brought the last of the Ritair people through the portal to Haven, where Mary had already begun to set up their village at the outer edge of the city.

Brik went with them, and I was glad we could at least reconnect him with his people, even if it hadn’t been in the way we’d expected. Regnig and Fontem were closer to finding out more about the Zan’ra, but the process was slow. So far, none of the Alliance members had sighted a girl with purple eyes, or Lan’i, out there, and I took that as a good sign.

We would track Patty down at some point, and I was confident Jules would be able to find a way to figure this all out. She was more comfortable in her skin, and we’d begun going over her abilities, cataloging things she was able to do. At least, the things that were safe to practice in the gymnasium of our starship.

The only thing left was the wake for our good friend Magnus. I wasn’t looking forward to saying goodbye.

____________

I stepped outside, the air indoors too stuffy, the smells too familiar. The back porch board creaked under my weight, and I remembered the day we’d added the expansion on his deck. I peered to the outdoor kitchen, seeing the field beyond it, wheat ripping in breeze under the auburn Proxima moonlight.

Magnus had been such a huge part of this colony. He’d been one of the early arrivals, sent in the colony ship right after we’d left chasing after Leslie and Terrance. They’d settled in this house, building it with the help of some local carpenters. They’d even built one for Mary and me on the acreage over.

A hand slid onto my back and squeezed my shoulder. “We’re all going to miss him, boss.” Slate stood on the edge of the porch with me, his other hand resting a beer on the railing.

“I know, Slate.”

“I… I can’t replace him, and you two were friends before we even met…”

I nodded, staring at the crops. “Slate, I’ll lean on you when I need to.” I appreciated him saying it, but Slate and my friendship didn’t need to be defined by the others in our group.

Slate took a drink from his bottle. “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?”

“No, it’s not.” Every now and then, a bolt of fury would shoot up my spine, making me want to do crazy things. To chase down the rest of the Arnap and blow them from existence. I’d thought so many things, but I always saw Magnus in my inner mind’s eye, shaking his head. Telling me to let it rest and to move on. To play this one defensively, but I didn’t think that was possible, not with my allies.

We stood in silence for a while longer until the door opened, Magnus’ favorite old rock and roll music carrying from inside where the wake was coming to a close. All our friends were inside, but they began pouring out now. I turned, watching Mary and Jules head toward me. Sergo and Walo walked behind Loweck and Leslie, and Karo and Ableen joined our group. Hugo sauntered over to me, hugging me around the waist, and I tousled his hair. He didn’t even gripe about it tonight. Leonard smiled, and I waved at my old friend. He was doing so well these days, and it was good to see him.

Leslie had dealt with the loss of Terrance over the last few years, but she wasn’t the same woman as she had been. She wore a strong and supportive smile tonight, and I loved seeing in her this light.

Regnig appeared to be conversing with Sarlun, and Suma lingered inside, talking with Natalia. I stared at my Russian friend. She wore black, her hair done up the way Magnus had always liked it, and she met my gaze, her eyes growing misty once again. She’d held up well all day, but I could see the walls caving in around her. She was going to need our strength to get through this, and I nodded to her, silently sending her my assurance.

She passed a slight smile and turned away, walking deeper into the house. Suma came outside, and Dean joined her. Patty’s absence stung like a fresh wound, but no one brought up her name. That would put Nat over the edge, and for tonight, we only wanted her to remember the big bear of a man that we had all loved and would have given our lives for.

Dean came and stood beside Jules, and she wrapped him in a hug, resting her head on his chest for a moment. He didn’t pull away, and I grinned to myself. Young love in a time of tragedy. I thought about Karo’s theory, about the balance of the universe, and felt there was so much truth to his people’s ways.

Everyone was chatting, but no one was really talking: just idle comments on the weather, the food, the music, and it all felt a little forced. Magnus would have hated this. He’d have wanted us to puff up our chests, drink some beer, and talk about the good old days. Reminisce about the Event, and meeting each of the guests at the wake.

“Where’s Nat?” I whispered in Mary’s ear, and she shrugged.

“I’ll find her.” But she didn’t have to. Natalia pushed through the back door, and the dogs followed her outside. Carey, Charlie, and Maggie ran down the steps and onto the grass, playing and barking in the warm night air. Nat held a box, and it took me a moment to see what she’d brought with her: a humidor.

“He’d have wanted you to each have one.” She opened the mahogany box, and I laughed at the sight of the dozen or so well-rolled cigars sitting side by side. Nat passed them out, each of us taking one. When Nat stopped at Jules, she looked to her mother, then me, and I waited for Mary to tell her it was okay. My wife did just that, and Jules hesitantly took the cigar, Dean grabbing one as well.

“Does everyone have one?” Nat asked, and I saw even Regnig had a cigar.

“What about me?” Hugo asked, and everyone laughed.

“I don’t think so, son.” I told him, and he shrugged and took a seat.

We raised them high, and Nat produced Magnus’ favorite metal lighter. She flipped it on, the flame flickering in the dimly lit porch light. “My husband was a great man. He was larger than life and gentler than a soft breeze. His voice was loud, and his compassion was endless. He found me when I was at my weakest, the rock bottom, and when I saw his soft eyes and that stubble-covered chin, I discovered hope.

“It took me a long time to heal from that pain, but beside him, each day put me farther from it, each week I was better, each year I was stronger. Magnus was my everything, and even though I can’t imagine my life without him, I’ll be able to go on, because he healed my heart. He made me strong enough to survive this. Magnus has done the same for many of us. He was a hero, a great father, captain, and husband, and we will never forget him.” Natalia was crying now, and I hardly noticed the tears on my own cheeks as I smiled at her words.

She walked around the deck, lighting each of our cigars, and soon the area was filled with the aroma we’d grown so accustomed to smelling on our good friend over the years. Jules coughed a few times, and so did a few others as we stood there, sipping our drinks and recalling fond memories.

I told the story of how Carey and I had first met Magnus and Nat on the road in South America, and everyone asked me to talk about us running through the Kraski mothership, carrying the heavy Kalentrek.

Sergo regaled us with his story of meeting Magnus for the first time, saying how he’d been sure the guy wasn’t really human, but some kind of barbaric alien with a thirst for Padlog syrup. And we continued on long into the night, finding seating outside while we finished our cigars and drank more than we should have. For us, there was a tomorrow, and that was what we were celebrating, because that was what Magnus would have wanted.


Epilogue

The laughter warmed my heart. I stood in the field, wishing I could join them, wanting to show myself and share my much older memories of my old friend Magnus. But I couldn’t, for so many reasons. I watched the younger version of myself and smiled at the way I interacted with everyone. People were drawn to me back then, like moths to a flame. I worked that deck like I belonged, like I truly was a Recaster.

I limped closer, my knee aching where the metal implants jutted from the skin, and I scratched at it. I stayed for hours, hoping no one would see me, and just when I thought I’d managed to avoid all contact, a snuffling dog nose bore through the wheat fields.

“Maggie?” I asked, but no, it was the other one, the older one. Carey. We’d started this together so long ago, and I crouched. He knew it was me… somehow this must have confused him, but he still wagged his stubby tail; he rubbed his head into my legs, his long ears flopping around.

I petted him and scratched his head like I used to do, and a sadness enveloped me. That was nothing new. Part of me wished I’d been snatched up that day of the Event, that I’d have been sent into the sun, and that I’d never had to deal with so many years of hardship. But that was my timeline, and I had to live with it.

This Dean’s was different.

I clutched his Delineator in my hand and shoved the device into my pocket. I’d had to steal it. I’d seen what having this power had done to me. The pain from trying to get Magnus back. The things it did to my family, and his. I couldn’t let myself do it again. I needed a timeline where Dean could be happy. Where he could grow old and see his daughter get married, have children.

I needed to know that he could retire eventually and spend weeks at a time fishing in Eilios Oot. These were things I’d never had the chance to do, and this was my gift to the younger version of myself.

Someone called Carey, and he looked up at me one last time, tilting his head to the side, then he bounded off, returning to the party. I smiled as I saw Jules walking down the steps, and I waved, even though she couldn’t see me. I pretended she waved back.

My Delineator felt heavy in my hand as I opened it, setting the course to my own present. I tried to take in the strength the recently-widowed Natalia had shown tonight. I was going to need it.

I pressed the device to life, the swirling time gap opened, and I took one last glance at myself and my old friends before stepping through.

____________

Jules saw something in the fields: a brief flash of light, then it was gone. She still felt woozy from the cigar, and her head was swimming a little bit. That was all it was. The grass was trimmed short, and it was damp on her bare feet tonight.

There were so many questions in her head about the Zan’ra, but tonight wasn’t about her, or the others like her; it was about Uncle Magnus. She already missed him.

The stories were incredible, and she’d even heard a few new ones. She walked along the edge of the house, searching for Dean. He’d disappeared a while ago, and she guessed he only wanted to get some air.

He’d been sweet lately, more than usual, and she wondered if they were bound to have a future together. She’d dreamed of it for so long, but now wasn’t the time to suggest it. They had too much on their minds.

Would Dean stay on Light with them, or was he going to return to New Spero with his mom while Jules searched for Patty and Lan’i? Only time would tell.

“Jules?” her dad’s familiar voice called.

“Over here.”

He walked over, smelling like Magnus’ favorite beer and cigars, and he stared at the fields with her. “You okay?”

“Sure. You?” Jules asked him in return.

“I will be. I think.”

“Same.”

“Have you seen Dean? Nat’s looking for him.”

“No. Maybe he took a walk…”

“Someone took the lander, boss,” Slate said, jogging over to us.

Natalia came to join them, staring at the landing pad where the missing ship stood out like a sore thumb. “Dean’s gone. I can’t lose him too.”

“You won’t,” Jules proclaimed. “I know where he’s going.”

THE END
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